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On April 17-19, 1985, Iowa State University held its seventh 
symposium, "Shakespeare and His Contemporaries." For the third 
and final time, the Symposium collaborated with the Iowa Shake-
speare Festival, which sponsored three Shakespeare plays pre-
sented by Iowa's three state supported universities. This time the 
plays given were: Romeo and Juliet by the University of Northern 
Iowa, King Lear by the University of Iowa, and Twelfth Night by 
Iowa State University. 
Of the nine papers that make up this issue of the Journal, 
eight were read at the Symposium's six sessions, and one is from 
the three addresses given at it. The published address is by Charles 
T. Wood of Dartmouth College, "Shakespeare and the Drama of 
History." The other two addresses were "Designing for the Theatre" 
by Rouben Ter-Arutunian and "Reading and Writing in Shake-
speare's Romances" by David M. Bergeron of the University of 
Kansas. 
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SHAKESPEARE AND THE DRAMA OF HISTORY 
Charles T. Wood* 
ABSTRACT. Although Shakespeare relied on Tudor chroniclers like Hall and 
Holinshed for most of the facts in his history plays, the sources on which their 
accounts were based remain obscure. The present article surveys a wide range of 
fifteenth -century writings-sermons, household ordinances, minutes from 
meetings of the royal council, and parliamentary petitions-in order to understand 
more fully what the fifteenth century thought and wrote about itself, · and 
especially about those problems it regarded as crucial. To a striking degree, the 
problems stressed turn out to be those repeated in sixteenth-century chronicles, 
and they are viewed within the same kind of divinely ordained hierarchy so 
stressed by Shakespeare. It would appear, then, that his emphasis on the great 
chain of being is fully compatible with the assumptions of the fifteenth century. At 
the same time, though, because Shakespeare endows his characters with 
individuated motives and personalities that often clash with the more abstract 
and generalized view of the world as it was presumed to be, the tensions thus 
created become a principal source of the vitality Shakespeare imparts to history 
as he transforms it into drama. 
Index descriptors: fifteenth-century England, great chain of being, War of the 
Roses, Lancaster and York, Shakespeare. 
Without doubt, Shakespeare's is the preeminent vision of fifteenth-
century England. As Peter Saccio puts it, he "is responsible for 
whatever notions most of us possess about the period and its political 
leaders." On the other hand, if "Shakespeare wrote eight plays on the 
later Plantagenets" (including here those lesser efforts, King John and 
Henry VIII), the fact remains that we moderns can frequently be 
"surprised by the contents of the plays." Moreover, even though 
"professional historians .. . have improved upon him in historical 
accuracy," playgoers will often find that the sheer "quantity of 
historical information" involved can be confusing, especially when 
presented in "dialogue about past relationships, present claims, and 
future intentions" ( 4-6). 
Be that as it may, we remain convinced· that these plays represent 
drama of genius and that they convey historical insights transcending 
our meager ability to comprehend them, at least in the specific. How, 
then, does Shakespeare do it, and why is it that he can so fully 
persuade us that we are experiencing theater that bears a close 
relationship to historical truth? These questions are not easily 
*Department of History, Dartmouth College, Hanover, NH 03755. 
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answered, of course, and no complete answer will be attempted here. 
Rather, it seems more appropriate to explore the issue narrowly, by 
analyzing what the fifteenth century thought and wrote about itself, 
for if we can understand that, we will be in a better position to 
understand not just what Shakespeare drew from his sources, 
sixteenth-century chronicles by Edward Hall and Raphael Holinshed, 
but also the relationship between those works and the kinds of 
materials on which they themselves were based. Literary critics have 
devoted little attention to fifteenth-century prose, heaven knows, but 
it is a field that needs exploration if we are more fully to grasp just 
how Shakespeare makes such memorable drama of history. 
Because historians so relish datable events, perhaps the place to 
begin is with a sermon that was not given on June 25, 1483, precisely. 
And if one asks how a non-event can acquire such precision, the 
answer is that the preacher who did not preach was John Russell, 
chancellor of England, and that the non-event for which he wrote this 
sermon was the expected opening of twelve-year-old Edward Vs first 
parliament, writs for which had begun to be issued on May 13 by 
Richard, duke of Gloucester, uncle and protector of the young king. 
We know, obviously, that this parliament never met because uncle 
displaced nephew and took the title of Richard III, only to be killed in 
battle two years later. But when Russell wrote, he had no inkling of 
coming disaster, or, if he did, he chose not to reveal it. Instead, his 
emphasis falls on the nature of the well-ordered state and on the 
blessings of God · that attend one. "The policy in Christian realms 
showeth," he opens grandly, "how their public body is composed of 
three notable parts, of the prince, the nobles, and the people." And if, 
he continues, this earth is composd of dry land and water, "the noble 
persons of the world, which some for the merits of their ancestors, 
some for their own virtues, be endowed with great havors, possessions 
and riches, may more conveniently be resembled unto the firm ground 
... than can the lower people, which for the lack of such endowment 
.. . be not without cause likened unto the unstable and wavering 
waters."1 
Since "the politic rule of every region well ordained standeth in 
the nobles," it follows that "the most proper means to keep the great 
estates of the public body in their wealth and prosper:ity is [for each] 
to harken upon [the] other, so the neither for supplantatiOn, 
dissimulation, nor envy the due proportion and harmony of this body 
be not disturbed." Next addressing the nobility directly, Russell can 
only conclude: 
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To you, then, my lords, pertaineth principally the office of 
hearing of the status of every case falling among yourselves, 
or the people under you .... Ye be like to Moses and Aaron, 
which ascend unto the mount where the law is given. The 
people must st_and afar off, and not pass the limits. Ye 
speak with the prince, ... as they did with God mouth to 
mouth; but it suffiseth the people to receive with due 
obedience the prince's commandments by the direction of 
his wise ministers and officers. 
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To the commons he adds: "Give then your attention, ye people that 
stand afar off, to the lords and noble men which be in authority; they 
come from the wellhead .... " 
As the sermon builds, Russell's imagery becomes ever more 
anthropomorphic. Using familiar Stoic terms, he likens the nobles to 
the sense organs, the eyes, ears, and tongue that are the means of 
knowledge and communication on which government depends. Lesser 
subjects have only lesser and more manual functions, for they are but 
"the shoulders, arms, hands and feet of this great body of England." As 
for the king, he is in some senses the head-the wellhead of earlier 
reference-but even more strikingly, he becomes the stomach, bowels, 
and womb of this anthropomorphic being, for, as Russell explains: 
That body is whole and strong whose stomach and_ bowels 
is ministered by the outward members with that suffiseth 
to be well digested; for if the feet and the hands, which · 
seem to do most painful labor for man's living, would 
complain against the womb as against an idle and slothful 
part of the body, and deny the provision of such necessary 
food as the stomach calleth for, it might soon hap that 
failing the belly for lack, the guts and intestines compressed 
and shut up by dryness, all the other members should 
needs perish together. : .. What is the belly or ~~ere is the 
womb of this great public body -Of England ·but that 
and there where the king · is ;himsel{ his 'court :and his 
council? ... In the midst 9f this . ~ . , the king nur sov~reign 
lord is called of God ·to reign upon his people, ... 
remembering how .. . great and weighty matters must 
needs be dige~ted daily !rt his council, as in the stomach 
and belly of this great body of England: -· 
Here, however, image and reality collide, for it finally occurs to this 
good bishop of Lincoln that his king is different. Above ·all, he is 
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young, unusually so, or as Russell puts it, sticking stubbornly to his 
metaphor: "God hath called [him unto the occupation of his] office, as 
a young creature corning out of the womb . ... " In spite of this non-
age, though, Russell still planned to assure his auditors that anyone 
could see "the most toward and virtuous disposition of our sovereign 
lord that now is, his gentle wit and ripe understanding, far passing 
the nature of his youth." 
What's more, other evidence makes clear the reality of this 
virtuous disposition and ripe understanding as well as the extent to 
which they had resulted from something other than mere accident or 
pure genetic endowment. For the boy's father , Edward IV, had bent 
every effort to insure that this son and presumed heir would have 
little opportunity to go astray. In 14 73, for example, and just before 
the prince had attained his third birthday, the king sent him to 
Ludlow, the Welsh castle in which he himself had been raised. Then, 
on September 28, he issued precise instructions for the education of 
his son. 
As envisaged, princely life was to be far from idle. Young Edward 
was expected to rise "at a convenient hour, according to his age"; then 
immediately to hear matins in his chamber; and, finally, as soon as he 
was dressed, to attend mass in his closet or chapel. After mass, he 
could at last eat breakfast, but until his midday dinner he was then to 
give over his time to "such virtuous learning as his age shall suffer to 
receive." Indeed, even dinner provided little respite since, in the best 
monastic tradition, it was to be accompanied by the reading of "such 
noble stories as behooveth a prince to understand and know." After 
dinner, it was back to virtuous learning again, though in the late 
afternoon the boy was also to be instructed in "such convenient 
disports and exercises as behooveth his estate to have experience in," 
presumably the martial arts, but possibly also a few games and 
hunting. Then came evensong, followed by supper, and it was only 
after that meal that this three-year-old was allowed to enjoy "all such 
honest disports as may be conveniently devised for his recreation." 
Still, recreation must have been brief, for bedtime was at eight, at 
which point servants were told to "enforce themselves to make him 
merry and joyous towards his bed." Further, attendants, including a 
physician and surgeon, were to keep watch over him throughout the 
night lest disease or human harm intrude; and, to dirninjsh the risk of 
more subtle contamination, no member of the household was per-
mitted to be a "custornable swearer, brawler, backbiter, common 
hazarder, [or] adulterer." In short , because Edward IV considered the 
boy God's "precious ... gift and our most desired treasure," the 
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king d id everything possible to insure that he would receive a proper 
rearing, protected from all foreseeable danger (Halliwell-Phillipps, 1: 
136-44). 
If, at three, the future Edward V had to endure such a regimen, 
one begins to see why, in Richard III, Shakespeare should have 
portrayed him as so preternaturally adult, and this even though his 
father , in a burst of wishy-washy liberality only six weeks before his 
own death, had ordered the bedtime of his now twelve-year-old son 
extended to nine o'clock. Moreover, the evidence suggests two further 
points worth noting: first, that every conceivable effort had gone into 
the moulding of this child who, as king, his chancellor expected to 
become the very womb, stomach, and guts of England; and, second, 
that much as we may sympathize with any recipient of this kind of 
training, the fact remains, as Shakespeare well knew, that problems 
were likely to arise, and not just for the recipient, when he was not 
merely a prince, but king. 
For in the Middle Ages, as now, kings were different from other 
people, and by the fifteenth century, legal theory even held that a king 
was always an adult, no matter how young. Conversely, if the crown 
he wore was seen as a minor, the whole aim of this theory was to 
preserve state property while at the same time trying to avoid 
regencies and the bloody political infighting to which they always gave 
rise. Since it was-and remains-legally forbidden to cede the prop-
erty of minors, to consider the crown a minor made its property 
inalienable, whereas a king who was perpetually adult made regencies 
unnecessary. As the lords of five-year-old Henry Vi's council put it in 
1427: "(H]owbeit that the king as now be of tender age, nevertheless 
the same authority resteth and is at this day in his person that shall 
be in him at any time hereafter .... " Still, that this was just lawyer 
talk, impractical theory, is clear from records of the following year, 
when Henry was six. For on June 1, 1428, the legally adult king sealed 
a letter in which, acting entirely on his own authority, Henry 
appointed his cousin Richard Beauchamp, earl of Warwick, to serve as 
royal tutor and guardian. In his sovereign's words, his principal task 
was "to teach us and make us learn." Here, however, an obvious 
difficulty obtruded, one that Henry solved by again using his fully 
adult authority: "[A)nd if," he wrote, ''we estrange ourself from 
learning or trespass or do misdeeds contrary to the teachings and will 
of our said cousin," Henry gave Warwick royal permission "to punish 
us reasonably from time to time ... as other princes of our age have 
been accustomed to be punished both in this our kingdom and 
elsewhere .... " The letter then goes on to say that if, at any time, 
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Henry or anyone acting on his behalf should try to change these 
provisions, Warwick is to pay no attention (Nicolas, 3: 233-36, 238, 
296-98).2 
Nor is that the end of the story. Four years later, on November 29, 
1432, Warwick approached the council with a nagging problem. He 
pointed out that the king, now ten, was increasing in years, stature, 
"and also in conceit and knowledge of his high and royal authority 
and estate, the which naturally causes him, and from day to day as he 
groweth should cause him, more and more to grouch with chastising 
and to loath it." As a result, Warwick asked the council to promise 
"that they shall firmly and truly assist him in the exercise of the 
charge and occupation that he hath about the king's person, namely 
in chastising of him for his defaults." Further, t he harried tutor closed 
by asking the council to back him up in the event that Henry should 
"conceive indignation against" him, a request to which all gave hearty 
assent (Nicholas, 4: 134-35). So much, then, for the dangers of legal 
adulthood in the Lancastrian nursery. 
When one ponders such evidence within the context of Russell's 
ungiven sermon, a sermon stressing that hierarchy in nature which 
links lowest to highest and highest to God, one sees why Shake-
speare's history plays should present the England of 1422 and 1483 
dramatically as a land in which something had gone terribly wrong. 
For, whatever legal theory might hold, neither Henry VI nor Edward V 
had the ripeness of years needed to govern effectively. As the verse 
from Ecclesiastes (10:16) has it, a verse that is starkly though 
incompletely recited in Richard III (II.iii.11 ),3 "Woe to thee, 0 land, 
when thy king is a child, and thy princes eat in the morning!" 
In other words, if one wants to comprehend what went wrong in 
fifteenth-century England, it seems insufficient to study just the 
struggles of Lancaster and York, struggles now known as the Wars of 
the Roses. That issue was there, surely, as were the French disasters 
that Joan of Arc had done so much to cause, whether diabolically as 
in Shakespeare's vision or rather more angelically, as in French 
mythology. Yet, even granting that defeat in the Hundred Years War 
poisoned the wells of English politics just as, more recently, the 
tragedy of Vietnam tainted the processes of American government, 
there was more to the story than that, for in the sources, as in the 
early scenes of either Henry VI or Richard III, another question 
emerges, one that appears much more fundamental: whether the 
assumptions of Russell and his contemporaries about the great chain 
of being could ever apply at times when the natural order of society 
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had been so drastically altered by the placement of a child at the 
pinnacle of its governing pyramid. 
When historians look at the reign of Henry VI, they see an 
England beset by economic and demographic problems, all com-
pounded by the reality of a king who was first a minor and then 
insane. When combined, these twin disasters helped to heighten those 
vaguer and more general disorders arising from dynastic uncertainty 
and loss of the war in France. Lastly, as disorders grew, they proved 
unusually difficult to solve since, thanks to the straitened condition of 
royal finance, the government lacked the resources needed to control 
the situation. As Henry's chief justice, Sir John Fortescue, put it: 
First, if a king be poor, ... his subjects would rather go 
with a lord that is rich, and may pay their wages and 
expenses, than with their king that hath nought in his 
purse, but they may serve him, if they will do so, at their 
own dispenses .... For, as the philosopher [i.e., Aristotle] 
saith in his Ethics, Impossibile est indigentem operari 
bona-"lt is impossible for the poor to bring about good." 
(118, 119) 
Given such circumstances, one sees at last why the very fabric of 
society began to unravel and why complaints fill every roll recording 
the meetings of parliament. At a meeting in 1459, for example, the 
commons prayed the king in what was becoming standard rhetoric, 
asking him to call to his 
most gracious remembrance, the great and lamentable 
complaints of your true poor subjects, universally through-
out every part of this your realm, of robberies, ravishments, 
extortions, oppressions, riots, unlawful assemblies, [and] 
wrongful imprisonments done unto them, until such time 
as your true poor subjects have made ... fine and ransom 
at the will of such misdoers. (Strachey, 5: 367) 
Moreover, the commons further made plain the extent to which these 
difficulties were no more than the logical consequence of a situation 
in which "subjects ... go with a lord that is rich," not ''with their king 
that hath nought in his purse": 
And forasmuch as the said misdoers be so favored and 
assisted with persons of great might, ... no execution of 
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your law may be had, so as your said true subjects, though 
divers of them be persons of great worship, dare not for 
fear and doubt of their lives, neither to complain to your 
highness, nor sue for remedy after the courts of your laws, 
but rather to suffer such wrongs without remedy; which is 
not only to the displeasure of God, but also in derogation of 
your high authority and preeminence, and expressly against 
your laws, to the universal grudge of all your true liege 
people within your realm, and likely to grow to great 
inconvenience , and mischief irreparable, unless then 
remedy therefore the sooner be provided. (Strachey, 5: 367) 
Perhaps needless to say, historians debate, and debate endlessly, 
over the issue of just how bad conditions actually became, but after a 
point such disputes tend to obscure reality. For what often matters 
most is not the documentable frequency of civil disorder, but, rather, 
people's instinctive perception of it. It may well be statistically true, 
for example, that the streets of midtown Manhattan are considerably 
safer than those of Saint Paul, Minnesota. Yet if so, it seems equally 
probable that such statistics would also show that many more people 
are willing to walk the streets of Saint Paul to make it to the World or 
Orpheum Theater for a live performance of "A Prairie Home Com-
panion" than are willing to venture forth on those of Manhattan to 
attend a live performance of any play on or off Broadway. 
In other words, to twentieth-century Americans, Lake Wobegon, 
Minnesota, projects such an image of nostalgic comfort that we fear 
no danger. It is the very essence of what we think of as an ordered 
society. On the other hand, to fifteenth-century Englishmen, Henry VI, 
that woebegone king, projected such an image of unease and 
insecurity that danger was at all times feared. Indeed, those fears 
appear so to have fed both on themselves and on Englishmen's sense 
of how their society should normally be ordered that for over half a 
century-at least well into the reign of Henry VII and possibly even 
beyond-no king could entirely free himself either from the charge, or 
just fear of the charge, that his enjoyment of the crown was an 
improper affront to England's participation in that divinely ordained 
hierachy that alone could preserve harmonious peace and coop-
erative justice. 
Nowhere are these views more eloquently expressed than in the 
documents associated with the depositions of Henry VI and Edward V, 
or with their replacement by their respective successors, Edward IV 
and Richard III. To cite only the most memorable instance, in 1461 
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Edward IV's first parliament proclaimed the validity of that mon-
arch's title in phrasing that reports history in strikingly Shake-
spearean terms. For this declaration tells how, in 1399, Henry of 
Lancaster, earl of Derby, son of Edward Ill's son, John of Gaunt, and 
himself soon to be King Henry IV, 
against rightwiseness and justice, by force and arms, 
against his faith and ligeance, reared war ... against ... King 
Richard [II], him took and imprisoned in the Tower of 
London of great violence; and the same King Richard on 
being in prison ... , usurped and intruded upon the royal 
power ... , taking upon him ... the crown and name of 
king ... ; and not therewith satisfied or content, but more 
grievous things attempting, wickedly of unnatural, unmanly, 
and cruel tyranny, the same King Richard, king anointed, 
crowned, and consecrate, and his liege and most high lord 
in earth, against God's law, man's ligeance, and oath of 
fidelity, with uttermost punition attormenting, murdered 
and destroyed, with most vile, heinous and lamentable 
death; whereof the heavy exclamation in the dome of every 
Christian man soundeth into God's heaven, not forgotten in 
the earth, specially in this realm of England. . . . (Strachey, 
5: 463) 
Given that start for Lancastrian rule, one understands why this first 
Yorkist parliament should then have found no small comfort in its 
version of how Edward IV had 
removed Henry, late called Henry VI, son to Henry, son to 
the said Henry late earl of Derby ... from the occupation, 
usurpation, intrusion, reign and governance of the same 
realm of England ... , to the universal comfort and con-
solation of all his subjects and liegemen, plentiously joyed 
to be removed and departed from the occupation and 
governance of the unrightwise usurper, in whose time not 
plenty, peace, justice, good governance, polity, and virtuous 
conversation, but unrest, inward war and trouble, unright-
wiseness, shedding and effusion of innocent blood, abusion 
of the laws, partiality, riot, extortion, murder, rape and 
vicious living, have been the guiders and leaders of the 
noble realm of England .... (Strachey, 5: 464) 
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Little wonder, either, that this same parliament should further have 
found that the whole kingdom, once "laudably reputed of great honor, 
worship and nobility," had, "in the time of the said usurpation, fallen 
from that renown unto misery, wretchedness, desolation, shameful 
and sorrowful decline" (Strachey, 5: 464). 
When confronted by such evidence, readers are practically forced 
to conclude that if Shakespeare's history plays depict the fifteenth 
century as a time of disruption within what was normally a harmo-
nious realm, they are no more than giving dramatic life to the views of 
those who had actually lived in Lancastrian and Yorkist England. For 
as they saw it, too, the deposition of 1399 and all subsequent events 
had forcibly violated the laws of God, man, and nature. Thus, often as 
present-day historians may disagree with Shakespeare and his Tudor 
sources, or with the partisans of white rose or red, the fact remains 
that Shakespeare has accurately captured contemporary feelings of 
misery and dread, wretchedness and despair. 
Moreover, if Edward IV could claim in 1461 that he was the 
solution, twenty-three years later the one parliament held by his 
brother Richard III retorted that in fact Edward was a large part of 
the problem. For, it being more than a little awkward to put blame on 
the mere boy recently known as Edward V, a petition of "the lords 
spiritual and temporal and the commons of this land" was quick to 
assert that conditions had begun to sour under his father. Once upon 
a time, of course, 
this land ... stood in great prosperity, honor and tranquil-
lity; which was caused, forasmuch as the kings then 
reigning, used and followed the advice and counsel of 
certain lords spiritual and temporal, and other persons of 
approved sadness, prudence, policy, and experience, dread-
ing God, and having tender zeal and affection to indifferent 
ministration of justice. . . . [W] ithin the land was peace and 
tranquillity ... , then the intercourse of merchandises was 
largely used and exercised: by which things above remem-
bered, the land was greatly enriched, so that as well the 
merchants and artificers, as other poor people, laboring for 
their living in divers occupations, had competent gain, to 
the sustenation of them and their households, living with-
out miserable and intolerable poverty. (Strachey, 6: 240) 
But alas! This idyllic and Eden-like state had not-continued. Instead, 
disaster ensued, caused not by the Lancastrians, but, rather, by the 
new king's late and unlamented brother, Edward IV: 
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But afterward [the petition now sadly continues], when 
that such as had the rule and governance of this land, 
delighting in adulation and flattery, and led by sensuality 
and concupiscence [Edward was a lady's man, after all, as 
Richard was not], followed the counsel of persons insolent, 
vicious, and of inordinate avarice, despising the counsel of 
good, virtuous and prudent persons, such as above be 
remembered; the prosperity of this land daily decreased, so 
that felicity was turned into misery, and prosperity into 
adversity, and the order of policy, and of the law of God 
and man, confounded; whereby it is likely this realm to fall 
into extreme misery and desolation, which God defend, 
without due provision of convenable remedy be had in this 
behalf in all goodly haste. (Strachey, 6: 240) 
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Perhaps needless to say, it then turns out that the "convenable 
remedy'' sought-and one surely arrived at "in all goodly haste"-is 
none other than Richard III. Indeed, the petition ends in near-
benediction, with a prayerful peroration in which the three estates 
address their new sovereign and welcome him into his lawful 
inheritance: 
[May o] ur Lord God, King of all kings, by whose infinite 
goodness and eternal providence all things be principally 
governed in this world, lighten your soul, and grant you 
grace to do, as well in this matter as in all other, all that 
may be according to His will and pleasure, and to the 
common and public weal of this land; so that, after great 
clouds, troubles, storms and tempests, the Son of justice 
and of grace may shine upon us, to the comfort and 
gladness of all true Englishmen. (Strachey, 6: 241) 
Since, however, Richard III failed to rid the realm of those "great 
clouds, troubles, storms and tempests," one last bit of fifteenth-
century rhetoric is needed to complete the story. This time it comes 
from the act attainting the king who fell at Bosworth, an act passed 
by the angelic victor in all these struggles, a man whose glory it was 
truly to bring peace, Henry Tudor, late earl of Richmond, and now 
called King Henry VII: 
Wherefore our sovereign lord, calling unto his blessed 
remembrance ... [and] not oblivious nor putting out of his 
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godly mind the unnatural, mischievous, and great perjuries, 
treasons, homicides and murders, in shedding of infants' 
blood, with many other wrongs, odious offences, and 
abominations against God and man, and in especial our 
said sovereign lord, committed and done by Richard late 
duke of Gloucester, calling and naming himself, by usurpa-
tion, King Richard III .. . by the advice and assent of the 
lords spiritual and temporal, and of the commons, in this 
present parliament assembled, and by the authority of the 
same, be it enacted, established and ordained, deemed and 
declared, that the said Richard duke of Gloucester, other-
wise called King Richard III, . . . stand and be convicted 
and attainted of high treason, and disabled and forejudged 
of all manner of honors, estate, dignity and preeminence, 
and the name of the same .... (Strachey, 6: 276) 
Whatever else may lurk in the sonority of all this prose, surely its 
most salient feature is the extent to which it proclaims the proper 
order of things even as it tries subtly to conceal the ambitions of the 
crown's successful claimants. And it is here, strikingly, that one begins 
to grasp the dramatic genius of Shakespeare, for if he, too, stresses 
violation of the divinely established order, he makes no such attempt 
to conceal. On the contrary, his plays acquire vitality precisely 
because they strip away all pretence by giving dramatic life to 
protagonists whose very rhetoric makes their own desires all too 
starkly apparent. 
At the same time, though, it would be wrong to assert that this 
technique demonstrates the extent to which Shakespeare himself 
refused to accept the world view to which fifteenth-century language 
subscribes. For in the history plays, at least, he remains fully a 
believer. On the other hand, the great chain of being is an abstract 
conception, a model the very perfections of which were achieved by 
disregarding the angularity of specifics. As a result, even though the 
history of the fifteenth century can have meaning for Shakespeare 
only because, in 1485, the crown was finally returned to the one man 
in God's hierarchy who truly deserved it, the fact of the matter is that 
Shakespeare's very capacity to bring his characters to life, to give 
them individuated motives and identity, means that little of what they 
do, little of what they think, will be in accord with the assumptions of 
his own historical philosophy. Such disparaties are the jagged angular-
ities either ignored or smoothed out in the world view of the fifteenth 
and sixteenth centuries as usually expressed, but in Shakespeare's 
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hands they become the key to dramatic success. Precisely because he 
acknowledges-indeed, creates-a sharp gulf between the motives on 
which his characters act and the nature of the universe as it is 
presumed to be, he is able to infuse his plays with a restless tension 
that drives them forward even as they explore the realities of the 
human condition by constantly pitting the chaos of the specific 
against the ultimate meaning to be gained from the study of all such 
specifics. 
Nevertheless, for all this emphasis on the individual and the 
unique, Shakespeare makes it clear that those who achieve success do 
so not from their own motives and abilities alone, but rather because 
they themselves have acted in accord with the laws of God, man, and 
nature. Thus, whether from Richard II to Richard III, or from John to 
Henry VIII, his kings reign well only when, in Russell's image, they 
serve as the stomach digesting food that their subjects have raised-
subjects otherwise known as shoulders and arms, hands and feet. 
Moreover, insofar as governance has its practical side, his successful 
rulers follow contemporary precepts in depending on nobles viewed 
not just as councillors and governors, but as organs of sight, sound, 
and speech. Doubtless, then, such kings are the sun; their nobles, the 
firm land; and the people, "unstable and wavering ... waters." 
In short, fifteenth-century documents do much to explain how 
Shakespeare transforms history into drama, and not because they 
introduce us to individual personalities and ambitions. Those, surely, 
were Shakespeare's own contribution, though aided by the chroniclers 
on whom he relied. Rather, the documentary sources bring out a 
continuity in assumptions, assumptions about a world in which peace 
and prosperity depend on parts being subordinated to the whole, 
each part in its proper place and serving its proper end, the will and 
purposes of God. In effect, though also in reality, England can prosper 
and enjoy the blessings of peace only when its constituent elements 
are so organized as to receive divine approval. For God alone is the 
source of success, and He bestows it only when His own true 
Englishmen deserve it-as they will not, unless and until they conform 
to His grand design, which is also that of nature. Thus, if England's 
economy seemed to be failing, if her arms no longer prevailed, then 
both contemporaries and Shakespeare knew that the one viable 
response was not to develop better economic policies or better arms. 
Rather, all parties believed that the only lasting solution lay in 
crowning the true king from the right line-or if that proved impos-
sible, at least one who was sane and of mature years. All else would 
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then follow, and almost entirely as the logical consequence of divine 
favor, not human intervention. 
In proof of these points, Shakespeare himself should now speak, 
for his language embodies the ultimate vision of England's past 
sorrows, a vision everywhere dependent on imagery and assumptions 
directly descended from the fifteenth century. And no lines better 
illustrate this fact than the ones with which Richard III opens and 
closes, a play that begins with the unnaturally disordered but which 
ends with harmony at last restored. In the first soliloquy, it's true, 
Gloucester pretends to start with seeming order: 
Now is the winter of our discontent 
Made glorious summer by this sun of York; 
And all the clouds that lour'd upon our house 
In the deep bosom of the ocean buried. 
Now are our brows bound with victorious wreaths; 
Our bruised arms hung up for monuments .... 
Grim-visaged war hath smooth'd his wrinkled front; 
And now, instead of barbed steeds 
To fright the souls of fearful adversaries, 
He capers nimbly in a lady's chamber 
To the lascivious pleasing of a lute. (I.i.1-6, 9-13) 
Yet here, with the implicit envy of those last two lines,· Gloucester 
begins a bridge to his true theme, the chaos and disorder that he 
himself so memorably incarnates: 
But I, that am not shaped for sportive tricks, . 
Nor made to court an amorous looking-glass; 
I, that am rudely stamp'd, and want love's majesty 
To strut before a wanton ambling nymph; 
I, that am curtail'd of this fair proportion, 
Cheated of feature by dissembling nature, 
Deform'd , unfinish'd, sent before my time 
Into this breathing world scarce half made up, 
And that so lamely and unfashionable 
That dogs bark at me as I halt by them; 
Why, I, in this weak piping time of peace, 
Have no delight to pass away the time, 
Unless to spy my shadow in the sun 
And descant on mine own deformity: 
And therefore, since I cannot prove a lover, 
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To entertain these fair well-spoken days, 
I am determined to prove a villain .... (I.i.14-30) 
Ultimately, too, if the language in which the fifteenth century 
expressed its own history prepares readers for the disordered 
imagery of this opening soliloquy, so also does it make familiar the 
new-found harmony of Richmond's closing lines, ones that again 
demonstrate how Shakespeare makes use of the stuff of history even 
as he transforms it into the magic of drama: 
Inter their bodies as becomes their births: 
Proclaim a pardon to the soldiers fled 
That in submission return to us: 
And then, as we have ta'en the sacrament, 
We will unite the white rose and the red: 
Smile heaven upon this fair conjunction, 
That long have frown'd upon their enmity! 
What traitor hears me, and says not amen? 
England hath long been mad, and scarr'd herself; 
The brother blindly shed the brother's blood, 
The father rashly slaughter'd his own son, 
The son, compell'd, been butcher to the sire: 
All this divided York and Lancaster, 
Divided in their dire division, 
0 , now, let Richmond and Elizabeth, 
The true succeeders of each royal house, 
By God's fair ordinance conjoin together! 
And let their heirs, God, if thy will be so, 
Enrich the time to come with smooth-faced peace, 
With smiling plenty and fair prosperous days! 
Abate the edge of traitors, gracious Lord, 
That would reduce these bloody days again, 
And make poor England weep in streams of blood! 
Let them not live to taste this land's increase 
That would with treason wound this fair land's peace! 
Now civil wounds are stopp'd, peace lives again: 
That she may long live here, God say amen! (V.v.15-41) 
NOTES 
1Russell's sermon is best edited in S.B. Chrimes (168-78). In these and all 
following quotations from fifteenth-century sources, the present author has 
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modernized spelling while standardizing punctuation and capitalization to con-
form with his own usage. 
2For a fuller discussion of the theory of adult king and minor crown, see 
Charles T. Wood (notes 20-24). 
3All quotations from Shakespeare are from Oscar J. Campbell's edition of 
Richard III. 
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ABSTRACT. In Bingo Edward Bond uses a Marxist analysis of history to 
challenge the dominant culture's view, inherited from romanticism, that the artist 
is a divinely inspired creator whose work should be approached a historically, 
s uggesting instead that s / he is a producer "rooted in a particular history with 
particular materials at his disposal." By placing Shakespeare's involvement in the 
Welcombe enclosure within the broader context of the rise of mercantilist 
capitalism and resulting displacement and frequent punishment of the peasantry, 
as well as the intellectual confusion resulting from the breakdown of feudal values, 
Bond demonstrates how Shakespeare's class position led him to ally with 
bourgeois interests to protect his property, even though in his plays he usually 
supported feudal values. After recognizing that by attributing responsibility for the 
social system to divine providence rather than to man himself he has "usurped the· 
place of God and lied ," Shakespeare kills himself out of guilt. Bond suggests not 
only that Shakespeare is not an "ideologically neutral recorder" of society whose 
work is valid ''for all tim e," but also that the artist's main responsibility should be 
to change t he conditions under which people suffer from injustice in our society. 
Index descriptors: Edward Bond, Bingo, Contemporary British Drama, Shake-
speare and the Welcombe enclosure. 
As the radical British playwrights of the 1960s and '70s-Arden, 
Brenton , Hare, Griffiths, Churchill, and Bond-have become increas-
ingly committed to socialism, they have viewed the artist's role in 
undermining ruling class ideologies as especially crucial. By chal-
lenging the dominant culture's interpretation of history, radical 
dramatists sought to change the consciousness of the British theater-
going public. Edward Bond has been particularly interested in shifting 
the audience's consciousness away from romantic and modernist 
concepts of art and culture toward a materialist perspective through 
a Marxist analysis of history. 
When "uncommitted" playwrights invade the territory of t he 
radical playwrights-history-they often use similar techniques such 
as discontinuous action, music, caricature, etc.-yet their under lying 
ideology reinforces rather than challenges the status quo. For 
instance, Tom Stoppard wrote Travesties ( 1971 ) to explain why his 
plays "aren't political" (Brown 243). In the play Stoppard's a lter ego 
Henry Carr contends that Joyce's Ulysses "leaves the world precisely as 
*Department of English, Iowa State University, Ames, IA 50011. 
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it finds it," (Stoppard 62) thus disputing the idea that art need 
change society. In Peter Shaffer's Amadeus (1979), Salieri views 
Mozart's genius as derived from divine inspiration, thus reinforcing 
the romantic concept of the artist as creator. Mozart is depicted as 
composing off the top of his head, billiard cue in hand, whereas 
Salieri's labored efforts yield mediocre results, thus creating an 
antithesis between pure imagination and conscious human labor. 
On the other hand, a Marxist perspective is opposed to the 
romantic concept of the artist as creator, as "the Godlike figure 
who mysteriously conjures his handiwork out of nothing" because 
it "severs the work from the artist's historical situation, making it 
appear miraculous and unmotivated." Instead, Marxism views the 
artist as a producer, "rooted in a particular history with particular 
materials at his disposal" (Eagleton 68-69). In Bingo: Scenes of 
Money and Death (1973) , Edward Bond confronts the mystique of 
Shakespeare as the "great idol of humanist West," revered in the 
popular consciousness, according to Marxist Shakespearean Paul 
Siegal as "the detached, Godlike observer and ideologically neutral 
recorder of Elizabethan society who transcends any system of 
ideas" (2-3). Bond attempts to show that Shakespeare, both as a 
man and as an artist, was a product of historical circumstances 
and of his own particular position within the social hierarchy, and 
that as a product of human labor his work is subject to criticism 
and even revision. 
To my mind, it is not so important to examine historical 
drama in the light of its naturalistic adherence to strict historical 
accuracy, an approach which has been by and large discarded by 
contemporary dramatists, but rather in terms of how the histor-
ical material is shaped according to the world view, the ideological 
preconceptions of the playwright. Thus I propose to examine how 
Bond's Marxist reading of history in Bingo reinterprets Shake-
speare's life and art from the perspective of the class conflict and 
changing material conditions of the period. 
Bond first began to question more orthodox interpretations of 
Shakespeare by rewriting King Lear as Lear in 1971 in order to 
make the play more "relevant" to contemporary audiences. He 
objected to the 'worshipping of that play by the academic theater" 
which turns it into a "purely aesthetic experience," which is nice 
and comfortable because ''you don't have to question yourself or 
change your society'' (Bond "Discussion" 24). Bond wanted to 
"refocus" the attention in the play away from Lear's relationship 
with the heavens toward his painful recognition that he himself is 
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responsible for the walls he has built up to oppress other people 
(Hayman 23). Similarly, Bingo concerns the process by which 
Shakespeare comes to recognize that man's injustice rather than an 
inherently justifiable and morally sanctioned divine providence is 
responsible for the enclosures that oppress the peasants. 
Bond's materialist reading places Shakespeare at the cutting edge 
of the transition from feudalism to capitalism. According to Bond, 
"Shakespeare lived on the edge of a political revolution, and ... even 
in his own time he was in many ways out of date'' (Plays: Two x). 
Shakespeare was somewhat old-fashioned in his support of a feudal 
ideology which was being rendered obsolete by the transformation of 
the economic and political structures upon which it was based. 
Bond's analysis would conform to that of Georg Lukacs who contends 
that Shakespeare recognizes the "triumphant, humanist character of 
the new world, but also sees it as causing the breakdown of a 
patriarchal society humanly and morally better in many respects and 
more closely bound to the interests of the people," and that "he 
foresees the rule of money in this adva.ncing new world, and the 
oppression and exploitation of the masses, a world of rampant egoism 
and ruthless greed" (Solomon 400). Such an analysis draws for 
example upon Shakespeare's examination in King Lear of the 
contradiction between Lear's view of the world as structured along 
hierarchical lines with bonds of loyalty between lord and peasant, 
father and children, and Goneril and Regan's Machiavellian revolt in 
the name of greed and self-aggrandizement which turns the world of 
the play "upside down,"1 and upon Timon of Athens' revulsion against 
an approach to money which sees wealth not as largesse to be 
distributed, but as the object of competition and scrambling. 
Bond sees as the major contradiction in Shakespeare's work that 
his essentially feudal world view of society as governed by divine 
providence and a just moral order conflicted with actual social 
conditions of the period, explaining: 
His plays show this need for sanity and its political 
expression, justice, But how did he live? His behaviour as a 
property-owner made him closer to Goneril than to Lear. 
He supported and benefited from the Goneril-society-with 
its prisons, workhouses, whipping, starvation, . mutilation, 
pulpit hysteria and all the rest of it. (Preface to Bingo xii). 
According to Bond, Shakespeare's tragedies inevitably questioned the 
viability of the ideal of "good government" posited by the history plays. 
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By turning to the romance at the end of his career, Shakespeare 
provided unrealistic solutions to problems raised in the tragedies: "as 
Shakespeare himself knew, the peace, the reconciliation, that he 
created on the stage would not last an hour on the street" (Plays: Two 
ix-x). So although Shakespeare, Bond writes "spent his creative life 
desperately struggling to reconcile problems that obsessed him," 
which is the source of his "intellectual strength and passionate 
beauty," we should be aware of his ideological limitations rather than 
uncritically regarding him as a "guide to conduct" for our time (Brown 
167). 
Bond draws from the much overlooked record of Shakespeare's 
involvement in the Welcombe enclosure in 1614 to suggest that he 
acted as part of the "Goneril society'' and thus cannot be considered a 
passive and ideologically neutral observer of that society. From the 
records of Shakespeare's other economic dealings, Bond deduces that 
Shakespeare was obsessed with the idea of economic security, investing 
in land and property with a businessman's acumen. The contradiction 
between the great poet dealing with questions of life, death, and the 
nature of human society, and the man William Shakespeare as the 
product of the newly acquisitive mercantilism, building his estate with 
the profits from the theater, forms the central issue of the play. 
Enclosure of fields previously held in common by tenant farmers 
for the purpose of conversion to pasture for more profitable, less 
labor intensive sheep raising continued from the sixteenth into the 
nineteenth century in Britain, spurring the transition to a capitalist 
economy, but dispossessing thousands of peasants. The agreement 
Shakespeare signed with large landowners protected him against the 
loss of the rents he collected from his leases at Welcombe, should the 
enclosure take place. In Bingo Bond places the much neglected 
record of Shakespeare's signing of the agreement within the historical 
context of the consequences of enclosure for the peasantry, suggesting 
that Shakespeare was driven to commit suicide when he realized not 
only that the agreement implicated him in exploitation, but also that 
the ideology he had incorporated into his plays was inadequate to 
deal with the moral dilemmas of the transitional society. 
By indicting Shakespeare for not acting on the side of the 
peasants in the matter of the enclosure, Bond echoes Brecht's 
contention that "private morality is not enough" (Elsom 190). A 
typical critical reaction to Bingo was that of Garry O'Connor in Plays 
and Players, who condemned Bond for the "abstract assassination of 
Shakespeare's reputation (a writer who lived a blameless life, 
happened to be gifted with genius, and probably believed in original 
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sin)" (Brown 200). But according to Bond, Shakespeare had a choice 
about whether to sign the document, and "this is not a neutral 
document because it implies that should the people fighting the 
enclosers come to him for help he would refuse it" (Preface xii). When 
Thomas Greene approached Shakespeare on behalf of the town of 
Stratford and pleaded with him to oppose the proposed enclosure, 
Shakespeare was in fact noncommittal in his reply (Brown 172). 
Shakespeare historian Samuel Schoenbaum concurs that Shakespeare's 
"apparent detachment renders provocatively apt the large questions 
Mr. Bond raises about the social responsibilities of the artist in an 
unjust society" (Hay and Roberts 180). 
To those critics who are shocked at Bond's hypothesis that 
Shakespeare would commit suicide, Bond perversely replies that his 
version "rather flatters Shakespeare" because if he "didn't end in the 
way shown in the play, then he was a reactionary blimp or some other 
fool" (Preface x). Thus Bond prefers to believe that Shakespeare 
would take his life out of guilt, having recognized that he has been 
"the hangman's assistant" (Bingo 48), than as, for example, Anthony 
Burgess argues in his biography of Shakespeare, that he "accepted the 
'hangman's hands' ... accepted that it was not his mission to 
change ... the bestowals of a God who must have seemed as cruel as 
men" (73). 
Each character in Bingo feels the consequences of the economic 
and political transition and reacts according to his or her class 
position. Combe is based on the historical figure of William Combe, 
one of a group of landowners who pursued the enclosure at 
Welcombe and family friend of Shakespeare. He represents the 
emergence of capitalism as a form of property relations; he wants to 
use land to make a profit from sheep rather than for subsistence 
farming, but the land must be emptied of peasants before this can 
happen. In Bingo Combe initiates the enclosures that will benefit the 
propertied class and offers Shakespeare the agreement to protect his 
tithes, implying that he expects no opposition to the enclosure in 
return. Shakespeare, curiously unresponsive in this scene, signs the 
agreement, rationalizing that he is "not taking sides," but simply 
"protecting my own interests" (7). 
Combe is opposed by the Son, a fictional character introduced by 
Bond to represent the radical Puritan sects who fought the enclosure 
movement, calling for economic reforms which would have redistrib-
uted wealth. In the play he leads the group of peasants who fill in the 
ditches dug by Combe's men, an action which actually took place in 
January of 1614, but which Bond juxtaposes with the "merry meeting" 
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between Shakespeare and Jonson recorded in John Ward's diary 
as the source of the fever from which Shakespeare died in 1616. 
History records that Combe laughed at these men and called them 
"Puritan knaves and underlings" (Eccles 138), illustrating the 
hostility of the upperclasses toward the peasantry and the link 
between radical religion and revolutionary social movements 
which Bond stresses in the character of the Son. The action, 
moreover, is no isolated incident, but part of a widespread anti-
enclosure movement which erupted periodically up to the time of 
the Revolution of 1642. Anti-enclosure riots took place in 1596 and 
again in 1607, the year Coriolanus first appeared on stage, when 
Levellers and Diggers rose in Shakespeare's country of Warwick-
shire as well as in other nearby counties (Hill, Change 182). 
In Bingo Combe in his historical role as Magistrate is also 
responsible for ordering the whipping of the Young Woman 
vagrant who has been hiding behind the hedges in Shakespeare's 
garden while the two men have been discussing the agreement. 
Although the Young Woman is a fictional character, Shakespeare 
was certainly aware of the existence of many like her. The 
enclosure movement spurred the transition from feudalism to 
capitalism by creating "masterless men" who had no place in the 
social hierarchy, no reciprocal relationships with lord of the 
manor or landowner. These "masterless men" came to be feared by 
the propertied classes as the "many-headed multitude" depicted in 
Sidney's Arcadia and Spenser's satire against the Levellers in The 
Faerie Queen. Many, like the Young Woman in Bingo, had no 
recourse but vagabondage and joined the "roving bands of beggars 
who were past the possibility of working and who terrorized their 
betters, continually buzzing ... 'that the rich men have gotten all 
their lands and will starve the poor' " (Hill, Change 188). Thus 
historically she represents the process by which, according to 
Marx, "the agricultural people, first forcibly expropriated, (were) 
driven from their homes, turned into vagabonds, and then whipped, 
branded, tortured by laws grotesquely terrible, into the discipline 
necessary for the wage system" (Hill, Puritanism 224). 
In Bingo the Young Woman becomes feeble-minded from the 
whipping and is subjected to starvation, homelessness, and mass 
rape by the youth of the town before being accused of setting fires 
in the neighborhood of Stratford and sentenced to hang. The play 
demonstrates how the propertied classes, having created her, felt 
threatened by her. One hundred and sixty people were hanged for 
vagabondage in Middlesex between 1614-15 (Hill, Change 188), 
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showing that such punishment was the rule rather than the excep-
tion. 
One means of escaping hanging for any crime was by pleading 
"benefit of clergy," the ability to read and write. In scene four of Bingo 
Jonson mentions that he used this defense to avoid being hanged for 
killing a man in a quarrel, which is Bond's way of emphasizing the 
class bias of the justice system. Since in Henry VI, Part II, rebel Jack 
Cade reverses this discriminatory law and sentences a clerk to hang 
for knowing how to read and write, saying "Hang him with his pen 
and inkhorn about his neck" (IV.ii.16-17), we can assume that Shake-
speare was aware of the lower class' view of educated men as class 
enemies. 
Scene three of Bingo is dominated by the Young Woman's 
gibbeted body, alongside which Shakespeare, unable to find the 
serenity he craved from New Place, sits and broods. Whereas in King 
Lear Lear begins to understand the plight of the lower classes while 
on the heath, it is primarily Cordelia and Gloucester, representatives 
of the feudal ruling class and its values, who are depicted as the 
victims of Goneril and Regan's greed and brutality. On the other hand, 
in Bingo it is the Young Woman vagrant's grotesque and decaying 
body which evokes Shakespeare's pity. Moreover, he begins to see her 
victimization as the responsibility of man, not God, and thus questions 
divine providence as the guiding principle of morality. He soliloquizes 
that he had "usurped the place of God, and lied ... " (2'7), that "there's 
no higher wisdom of silence. No face brooding over the water ... No 
other hand ... no face ... just these ... " (26). And when in this scene 
Shakespeare also compares the Young Woman to the baited bear, 
seeing both as victims of a cruel society, Bond obviously has in mind 
the words of another usurper, spoken under entirely different 
circumstances. 
One reason why it is difficult for audiences to accept Bond's 
premise that Shakespeare would have been driven by guilt and 
despair to take his own life is because in the popular imagination he is 
usually associated with the expansiveness of the Elizabethan Age. 
Historian Christopher Hill points out, however, that the spiritual and 
intellectual crisis that preceded the revolution in 1642 was already 
beginning to be felt acutely by the time of Shakespeare's death. While 
mercantilists and property-holders like Combe were busy transform-
ing the mode of production, feudal ideology had fallen into confusion. 
According to Hill, "the Renaissance and the Reformation, the dis-
covery of America and the new astronomy, had been far more 
successful in undermining old assumptions and prejudices than in 
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substituting new truths." The ideas of Machiavelli and Giordano 
"must have seemed terribly wicked to timid traditionalists." Writing 
about the time of Shakespeare's death, Fulke Greville contrasted 
the brilliance of the end of Elizabeth's reign to the present 
"degenerate" age (Intellectual 8). Gloucester's words in King Lear 
anticipate the sense of the feudal world falling apart which is later 
to be echoed by Donne and Drayton with increasing bewilderment 
as the revolution drew to a head: 
Love cools, friendship falls off, brothers divide: in cities, 
mutinies; in countries, discord; in palaces, treason; and 
the bond crack'd twixt son and father. This villain of 
mine comes under the prediction; there's son against 
father: the King falls from bias of nature; there's father 
against child. We have seen the best of our time; 
machinations, hollowness, treachery, and all ruinous 
disorders, follow us disquietly to our graves. (I.ii.116-124) 
In Bingo the familial strife depicted in King Lear is trans-
ferred to Shakespeare's own family. Judith Shakespeare, who Bond 
believes to have been estranged from her father (Preface ix), repre-
sents the materialism of "the Goneril society," but Bond's Shake-
speare, unlike Lear, must take responsibility for having created his 
daughter's greed rather than attributing her unnaturalness to the 
gods or nature: "I started to collect for you. I loved you with 
money. The only thing I can afford to give you now is money . . . But 
money always turns to hate . . . I made you vulgar and ugly and 
cheap. I corrupted you" ( 41-42). 
While Bond's depiction of Judith Shakespeare as materialistic, 
banal, and sexually repressed almost to the point of hysteria 
differs markedly from Shakespeare's self-confident, witty heroines, 
his version is probably closer to reality of woman's position during 
Shakespeare's lifetime. As Virginia Woolf in her hypothetical 
reconstruction of the fate of Shakespeare's "sister" Judith points 
out, though Shakespeare's heroines "do not seem wanting in 
personality and character," woman is virtually absent from the 
history of this period, save for G.M. Trevelyn's brief assessment of 
her position: "the daughter who refused to marry the gentleman of 
her parents' choice was liable to be locked up, beaten and flung 
about the room," since marriages were contracted not for "per-
sonal affection," but "family avarice." Woolf attaches particular 
importance to enforced chastity as operating against women's 
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opportunity to develop creativity. She concludes that Shakespeare's 
sister would never have been able to develop genius because it is "not 
born among labouring, uneducated, servile people" (Room 43-50). 
Bond's implication is that Judith's sexual repression and mate-
rialism stem from the same source-her role as bargaining chip in the 
game of property acquisition. She herself must achieve financial 
security and social position but can do so only through her father or 
husband. Like the laboring classes, then, she is condemned to 
historical marginality, nor does Shakespeare contribute to changing 
her dependence. 
Shakespeare's failure in his relationship with his daughter paral-
lels his inadequacies as a cultural father figure. In a sense the Young 
Woman vagrant is also Shakespeare's daughter-she is the lost 
daughter of the romances, the real life counterpart to his princesses 
disguised as prostitutes and shepardesses-but Shakespeare has done 
little "in care of' her. 
Ironically, the most humane father-daughter relationship in the 
play is that which develops between the Son's father, who is 
Shakespeare's gardener, and the Young Woman. Like the gardener in 
Richard II, like Shakespeare's fools, the feeble-minded Old Man 
provides a commentary on the supposed sanity of his betters, 
including Shakespeare, especially in his revulsion when he hears that 
the Young Woman is about to be hanged. But unlike them he is given a 
clear class position, and his feeblemindedness a definlite cause-after 
being forcibly impressed into the army, he suffered a head injury in 
the war. 
The uncertainty of the new age led to an intellectual withdrawal 
in the form of increased unreality in literature, as the pastoral which 
Sydney and Spenser used to comment on society gave way to "mere 
escapism" (Hill Origins 12). In scene four of Bingo, Bond attributes 
this escapist attitude to both Shakespeare and Jonson; Shakespeare 
expresses the wish to escape from the violence of a society where on 
his way to the theatre he walks "under sixteen severed heads on a 
gate" (26). In the midst of casual conversation about the violence and 
corruption of Jacobean life, Jonson's reference to The Winter's Tale 
reminds the audience how remote the harmony Shakespeare achieved 
in the romances was from reality. Jonson speaks with envy of 
Shakespeare's "clean country limbs" (34), but as Combe and the 
peasants quarrel about the enclosure, he becomes absorbed in a 
pastoral reverie about musing with his "reflection in quiet water 
having the accents of philosophy" (36), oblivious that the landscape of 
the countryside is irrevocably transforming itself even as he speaks. 
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Bond thus probes what he believes are Shakespeare's limitations 
as a father and citizen, but also as a thinker and writer, seeing 
those limitations as human limitations, as stemming from the 
inadequacy of the world view of the period. Shakespeare and 
Jonson, representatives of the intellectual elite, are shown retreat-
ing from the world rather than acting to change it. Yet Bond also 
shows Shakespeare as beginning to recognize that he has purchased 
serenity dearly, and in so doing, has alienated himself from the 
peasant's interests, and, in Bond's words, "compromised himself in 
such a way that he can no longer live with himself' (Brown 197): 
I spent so much of my youth, my best energy ... for this: 
New Place ... It was all a mistake ... I could have done so 
much ... Absurd! Absurd! I howled when they suffered, but 
they were whipped and hanged so that I could be free. That 
is the right question: Not why did I sign one piece of 
paper?-no, no, even when I sat at my table, when I put on 
my clothes, I was a hangman's assistant, a gaoler's errand 
boy. If children go in rags we make the wind. If the table's 
empty we blight the harvest. If the roof leaks we send the 
storm. God made the elements but we inflict them on each 
other. Everything can be stolen, property and qualities of 
the mind. But stolen things have no value. Pride and 
arrogance are the same when they're stolen. Even serenity. ( 48) 
When the financial security to be able to create The Tempest is 
achieved only at the expense of the exploitation of others, the 
privileged position of the artist as "seer" becomes problematic .. 
Shakespeare can no longer avoid the terrible questions he raised in 
Lear: "I quietened the storms inside me. But the storm breaks outside" 
(27). Finally he comes to the realization that "every writer writes in 
other men's blood. The trivial, and the real. There's nothing else to 
write in. But only a god or a devil can write in other men's blood and 
not ask why they spilt it and what it cost" ( 43). Thus Bond proposes 
that the writer's special responsibility stems not from his status as the 
inspired voice of a God disp_ensing divine justice, but from his 
responsibility to the men whose blood is shed so that he he free to 
write. 
Shakespeare's guilt at his own involvement in the violence and 
exploitation of his society freeze him into a condition of stasis 
symbolized by the snowstorm in scene five , and finally drive him 
to suicide in scene six. The Son, who represents the only possible 
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revolutionary alternative, is also faced with living with guilt, not 
because he did not act, but because in the process of trying to stop 
the enclosure, he shot his father by mistake. He sees his action as a 
sign from God, and he decides rather than to continue fighting the 
enclosure, he will emigrate, hoping to find the New Jerusalem. Into 
this vaccum created by the withdrawal of the forces opposing him, 
Combe, who calls himself a "realist," can be expected to step. 
Shakespeare, the cultural hero of our time, is ironically seen to have 
had an inadequate understanding even of his own time. As he 
prepares to swallow the poison Jonson has given him, he wonders 
desperately if he has left a legacy for the next generation, asking 
himself repeatedly, "Was anything done?" Judith's frantic searching 
for a new will underscores this irony, as she cries, "Nothing." 
Such a seemingly pessimistic ending might lead one to question 
whether Bond's world view indeed encompasses the possibility of 
radical change in the collective consciousness of the audience toward 
its ability to create a more just society. But in order to be true to 
history in a Marxist sense, Bond must not provide a false optimism 
about the revolutionary potential of Shakespeare's society. It could be 
argued from a Marxist point of view that Shakespeare's realization 
that "There's no higher wisdom of silence. No face brooding over the 
water .. . No other had ... no face ... just these .. . . " (26) is ahistor-
ical, t hat Bond is flattering Shakespeare too much. 
Ultimately Bingo's major relevance may lie in its portrayal of 
Jacobean England as a period of acute class contradictions, violence, 
and upheavals not unlike those we are experiencing today, and in 
Bond's insistence that given such circumstances, artists are called. 
upon to make some difficult choices about which forces they are 
serving-directly or indirectly-through their art. 
Like Brecht, Bond is aware of the narcotic effect of empathy and 
catharsis in art, which can lessen the audience's ability to transform 
society outside the theater. While these are humanizing elern.ents in 
art, under certain historical conditions they can be used as tools to 
pacify and suppress action (Solomon 358). The ironic ending of B i ngo 
should stimulate the audience's consciousness of oppression so that 
the purgation takes place not in the theatre, but in the social arena. 
Bond implies that unless such action occurs, however, Judith's 
negative response to Shakespeare's question "Was anything done?" will 
remain the final summation of his legacy, not only to his age, but to 
ours as well. 
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NOTES 
1Drayton, also mentioned in John Word's diary as having been with Shake-
speare when he contracted a fatal fever writes 
Certainly there's scarce one found that now 
Knows what I approve, or what to disallow; 
All arsey-varsey, nothing is its own, 
But to our proverb, all turned upside down .. . . 
(quoted in Hill lntell(1ctual 8) 
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ABSTRACT. Ben Jonson encourages his audience to wonder "who is behind the 
mask?" a question usually considered inappropriate because it subverts theatrical 
illusion. While gifted performers and self-transformers delight Jonson, in Volpone 
he affirms the importance of an essential, enduring self which directs role-playing 
and survives it enriched. The delight in performance and practical objectives, such 
as the profits of deception, motivate Jonson's characters to mold themselves into 
one self after another. Yet Volpone, who almost dissolves in the rash haste to 
define himself through ceaseless metamorphoses, pursues more than diversion or 
affluence. His odd triumph in his final uncasing-"I am Volpone"-and his 
submission to harsh punishment, confining him to a mortal identity, suggest that 
he too wonders ''who is behind the mask?" and is willing to reduce and "mort ify" 
himself in order to have an answer. In Volpone Jonson examines what would 
happen if we were self-made and were responsible for perpetuating ourselves 
moment to moment, especially under the pressure of encroaching mortality. We 
see the conflict between active and passive conceptions of identity: must one 
actively create and perpetuate a fluid self in ultimately frightening autonomy, as 
Volpone attempts to do, or passively receive a God-created , immutable self, and 
bear one's fortune unquest ioningly, as Celia and Bonario do? By actively choosing 
and asserting passivity in the final court scene, Volpone brings the two ways of 
being and of conceiving one's self together and finds the reassurance of a "fixed" 
self behind the shifting visors. 
Index descriptors: English Literature, 1600-1699, identity, Ben Jonson ( 1572-
1637), masks, Renaissance drama, role-playing, self-fashioning, Volpone. 
Ben Jonson encourages his audience to wonder "who is behind 
the mask?" a question usually considered inappropriate because it 
subverts theatrical illusion. In his court masques, the unmasking 
asserts and celebrates the connection between performer and char-
acter. Throughout his comedies, characters delight in disguises, and 
the audience evaluates them on their ingenuity, versatility, and ability 
·to persuade others. We must accept the initial transformation from 
actor to character, and then the subsequent transfigurations. Further , 
we must remember all along that Face is playing Jeremy, or Volpone 
is playing the mountebank. We must keep straight the mask behind the 
*Department of English, University of Chicago, Chicago, IL 60637. 
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mask Jonson is also concerned that we think about what is behind 
that "face." What motivates such characters to mold themselves 
desperately into one "self' after another? Of course, the delight in 
performance and practical objectives, such as the profits of deception, 
do. Yet Volpone, who almost dissolves in the rash haste to define 
himself through ceaseless metamorphoses, must want more than 
diversion or affluence. His odd triumph in his final uncasing-"I am 
Volpone"-and his submission to harsh punishment, confining him to 
a mortal identity, suggest that he, too, wonders "who is behind the 
mask?" and is willing to reduce and "mortify" himself in order to have 
an answer. 
Borrowing his categories from the theological controversy over 
works vs. faith, Jonson explores the consequences of doubt or faith 
for self-perception and wonders how creative a role one can take in 
fashioning one's own identity. Identity assumes the position of grace: 
does one strive toward and earn it, or wait to receive it without effort 
or desert? In Volpone we see the conflict between active and passive 
conceptions of identity: must one actively create and perpetuate a 
fluid self in ultimately frightening autonomy (as Volpone attempts to 
do) or passively receive a God-created, immutable self, and bear one's 
fortune unquestioningly (as Celia and Bonario do)? 
The most interesting criticism of Volpone, and of Jonson's work in 
general, addresses the related issues of characters' self-conscious 
theatricality, and their quest for self-definition. Thomas Greene first 
suggested the larger applications of Jonson's interest in disguise 
(337): 
For Volpone asks us to consider the infinite, exhilarating, 
and vicious freedom to alter the self at will once the ideal of 
moral constancy has been abandoned. If you do not choose 
to be, then, by an irresistible logic, you choose to change, 
and in view of the world we are called upon to inhabit, 
perhaps the more frequently one changes the better. 
Greene concludes that "to multiply the self is to reduce the self-to 
fox, crow, fly, vulture, and tortoise" (343). Developing Greene's ideas, 
Stephen J. Greenblatt suggests that, at the beginning of Act V, we 
discover with Volpone that behind all of his frenetic activity lies 
hidden not evil, but a void, which all his energy and ingenuity have 
been struggling to fill with "relentless acquisitiveness" and constant 
metamorphoses (96). The void is the "dark gap between discontin-
uous experiences" and between assumed identities (97). Thus, "to 
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stand still is to vanish" (101). Greenblatt concludes that Jonson 
"directs the audience, as it were, to reject the theatrical principles of 
displacement, mask, and metamorphosis" (103). 1 Most recently, 
Lawrence Danson argues that Volpone ''wants to keep up the 
gratifying belief that there is an intrinsic self apart from the 
reciprocal typifications the self shiftingly assumes" (183) but dis-
covers he has no self to come home to, but only a succession of roles 
to play. For Danson, Volpone's "experiment" with his gulls "shows 
identity to be unstable, pliable, dependent on circumstance. He makes 
mockery of the comforting belief in a central core of psychological 
selfhood" (187-88).2 So Greene, Greenblatt and Danson agree that 
Jonson ultimately finds self-transformations, which he seems to 
applaud and encourage, only reductions of .or substitutions for 
identity. No central, home self conceives and controls the roles and 
survives them enriched. Rather, the transformations limit and exhaust 
the self, if there is one, or whirl around an empty center. While I agree 
that Jonson questions excessive metamorphoses, I think that in 
Volpone he affirms, even insists on the spiritual necessity of, an 
enduring, consistent self behind the shifting visors. 
I like the vocabulary and concerns of these essays, and their 
darkness and sobriety make better sense of Volpone's ending than the 
stout assertions that the play is a comedy. However, they do not 
consider the impact of such a play on an audience. As Hill and Riddell 
both have maintained, Jonson certainly wanted to "delight and 
instruct" his audience. I agree that his message involved one's 
responsibility for making one's self, but, in a comedy, I think he must 
have intended more than an admission of defeat. 
In the humours plays, Jonson's aim is exposure. His satire 
functions to strip away the self-deceiving mask and reveal the 
essential, self-defining humour. The characters' names and epithets · 
tell us all that is knowable about them. Jonson's mirror, in which the 
audience sees "the times deformitie I Anatomiz'd" (Every Man Out of 
His Humour, Prologue, 120-21), leads . each character to self-
knowledge through self-confrontation. In Volpone, Jonson employs 
the mirror of satire to connect self-knowledge with self-perception, 
through a confrontation with a kernel self disclosed under layers of 
imposture, but he exposes characters less easily known to themselves 
and the audience. When does the peeling stop? Jonson does not 
simply expose (as he did in the humours plays), destroy without a 
suggestion for rebuilding, or strip off the mask to reveal emptiness. As 
in the masques, the uncasing has a dramatic point, the self behind the 
mask is significant. 
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In the first scene of the play, Volpone denies any connection 
between himself and others.3 He directs all his creative energies back 
towards himself in a continuing process of self-regeneration. He 
venerates his gold: 
Thou being the best of things, and far transcending 
All style of joy, in children, parents, friends, 
Or any other waking dream on earth. (I.i.16-18) 
Gold, which "giv'st all men tongues" (I.i.22) and has the power to 
make any man "what he will" (28), enables Volpone to celebrate his 
independence from relationships with others. He absorbs the gifts and 
attentions of his suitors, never feeling any obligation to reciprocate. 
As he says in disparaging other men's ways of making money, he gains 
without labor or risk He does not owe, he deserves. He is a self-made 
man: 
I have no wife, no parent, child, ally, 
To give my substance to: but whom I make 
Must be my heir. (73-75) 
Appropriately, gold is in a tabernacle, for it replaces God as the 
source of identity, the maker and unmaker of men. It "transforms I 
The most deformed" (V.i.117-18). Volpone hoards gold because he 
does not trust in God or kinsmen to provide. He thinks he is solely 
responsible for his own preservation, and only gold can offer security. 
However, Volpone's hoarded gold cannot feed him. He ''feeds" others 
"in expectation" (III.iii.192-93) , but by replacing the eucharist with 
gold, he deprives himself of physical and spiritual nourishment.4 
Volpone and Mosca go further and set themselves up as gods.5 In 
a Genesis-like command, Mosca orders the plate to "stand there and 
multiply" (I.i.302). He and his master remove fertility from the human 
sphere and relocate it in the material. "Coining" is the procreative act. 
Volpone says that his suitors 
Contend in gifts, as they would seem in love. 
All which I suffer, playing with their hopes, 
And am content to coin 'hem into profit. (84-86) 
Later, he is willing to be "coined" himself in order to gain Celia. For 
him, reproduction is not miraculous or divine, but mercantile.6 In 
usurping God's power, Mosca and Volpone reduce it. Multiplication 
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has become a matter of the will, of man's authoritative command. 
Volpone must make his own heirs because he has formed no 
legitimate connections in his life and has refused to spend any of 
himself in gaining wives, children, allies. As Mosca says, "He's the true 
father of his family, I In all save me:-but he has given 'hem nothing" 
(I.i.510-11). His bastard offspring are all fragmented and deformed-a 
dwarf, a eunuch, a hermaphrodite-confirming his inadequacy as a 
human creator. Because he needs all of his energy to perpetuate 
himself through new roles, he produces only the illegitimate and 
disfigured. 7 Thus Volpone is a comedic examination of what happens 
when men no longer believe that God is interested in their welfare 
and maintains unceasing involvement in His initial creation. Jonson 
suggests that without faith in a god, and thus in our existence 
without our own constant diligence, we cannot afford intimacy. We 
cannot risk expending our energy on others. A godless world 
degenerates into a frighteningly asocial one. 
For his own amusement, Volpone experiments with breaking the 
connections between people, and thereby convinces himself that no 
one honors relations or obligations. By manipulating the avarice of 
Corbaccio and Corvino, Volpone leads them to betray the most 
precious commitments in their lives. Corvino prostitutes his jealously 
guarded wife, and Corbaccio disinherits his son. Thus avarice subverts 
marriage and paternity, as it has gift-giving and friendship, and the 
only social connections we see in the play are broken and treach-
erous. By subverting them, Volpone proves to himself that nothing is 
beyond his control. In the Scrutineo, the Avocatori marvel at the 
"unnatural" (IV.iv.32) father and husband. But Volpone challenges the 
dependability of "natural" affections and moral values. For him no tie 
is inviolable, and only self-interest is consistent or predictable. 
Volpone's attempted seduction of Celia illuminates his ideas 
about his identity. On first hearing of her beauty, he vows, protected 
by disguise, to inspect this treasure "kept as warily as is [his] gold." 
For Volpone as for Corvino, desire for Celia is another manifestation 
of avarice, as exhibited in Corvino's decision to invest her golden 
talents rather than husband them. While the disguise will make 
Volpone less vulnerable and enable him to command her attention, it 
must not eclipse some central unobscurable self which will court a 
lady and fall in love: "I must I Maintain mine own shape still the 
same" (I.i.590-91). In the course of the play this reluctance to spend 
too much of himself in disguise reflects Volpone's increasing uneas-
iness about the close connection between disguise and identity, the 
playfully and temporarily assumed, and the inescapable. In Act I, 
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ridiculing Corbaccio, Volpone lists the infirmities and absurdities of 
old age. His keen observations inform his convincing portrayal of a 
dying man.8 But his fear that the disguise must inevitably assert its 
reality and consume him gives his mirth an edge of panic. Volpone's 
awareness of a mortal, unalterable self leads to his fear of age and 
illness, for mortality challenges autonomy-the concept of man as 
self-creating. 
At first, Volpone jokes about the connection between his disguise 
and himself. When Lady Politic jabbers at him he exclaims: "Before I 
feigned disease, now I have one" (111.ii.93). Later, after his convincing 
performance in court, he fears his own prowess: 
I ne'er was in dislike with my disguise 
Till this fled moment. Here 'twas good, in private; 
But in your public,-Cave whilst I breathe. (V.i.2-4) 
Feeling as if a real disease were infecting him, he must drink "to 
fright I This humor from my heart" (11-12).9 He seeks escape from a 
confrontation with a diseased, aging self. Just as Celia's stable, 
composed selfhood expresses itself in her immurement, the enclo-
sures of Corvino's house (which she leaves only to attend Mass) and 
of her father's house (to which the Scrutineo returns her), Volpone's 
fractured, dissolving self expresses itself in an inability to stay still. He 
is always venturing forth and making the private public. Since 
wholeness requires the preservation of a private self and the peace to 
remain at home and at rest, Volpone runs into trouble when he grows 
too restless to be "fixed." Although Corvino threatens Celia with 
imprisonment, a conjuror's circle drawn around her, this enclosure 
preserves her integrity, both from her husband's threats to "dissect" 
her should she venture forth and from the assaults on her virtue 
when she does. The Scrutineo is the testing ground for the connection 
between the public selves and the private one. The Court, like the 
male authorities in Celia's life, will force Volpone to emulate her 
example of composure and stasis. He will be in prison, and she will be 
at home. 10 
Volpone's prudent reluctance to exhaust himself in transforma-
tions or to surrender himself to the prison of an identity he fears 
abandons him in his seduction of Celia. Her "beauty's miracle" had 
But sundry times raised me, in several shapes 
And, but this morning, like a mountebank, 
To see thee at thy window, ay, before 
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I would have left my practice, for thy love, 
In varying figures, I would have contended 
With the blue Proteus, or the horned flood. (III.iii.152-57) 
In order to catch her attention, he offers her as many selves as he can 
conceive of. With his eloquence he weaves an eliborate portrait of 
their mutual indulgence should she succumb to his sexual advances 
and imagination. He does not offer love, which depends on a 
sustained attachment between two consistent identities, but parallel 
metamorphoses. 11 He promises that they will, "in changed shapes, act 
Ovid's tales" (III.iii.224): 
And I will meet thee in as many shapes: 
Where we may so transfuse our wandering souls 
Out at our lips, and score up sums of pleasures, 
That the curious shall not know 
How to tell them as they flow. (236-40) 
Thus, Volpone juggles opposing threats: the decomposition of the self 
through age and disease, or the dissolution of the soul through 
ceaseless metamorphoses. He does not want Celia but a transmigrat-
ing soul to inhabit the bodies of every lover he imagines. Indeed, he 
does not realize that his is not a love song, which invariably focuses on 
the specific, irreplaceable qualities of the beloved. When Bonario 
intrudes upon the seduction turned rape, Volpone exclaims, "I am 
unmasked, unspirited, undone" (III.iii.281). If he has no underlying 
identity, then to lose his mask is to lose his spirit and to undo the self 
he so tirelessly makes and remakes. As he discovers in this moment of 
panic, the self which is his own creation is precarious. 
In his soliloquy in Act III, Mosca, like his master, glories in his 
ingenuity and adaptability: 
Success hath made me wanton. I could skip 
Out of my skin now, like a subtle snake, 
I am so limber. (III.i.5-7) 
Mosca claims to be the "creature of' and to "owe being to" the gulls 
(I.i.539-40). He is one of the "true parasites," i.e., one who "toils not to 
learn" his art, but was born to 
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be here, 
And there, and here, and yonder, all at once; 
Present to any humor, all occasion; 
And change a visor swifter than a thought. 
DOLAN 
(III.i.26-29) 
Unfortunately, although a true parasite like Mosca needs a stable host 
to which he may attach himself, Volpone is himself dynamic and 
protean. For both of them, Act III is the climax of swift and ingenious 
visor changing. After their performance in court, Mosca realizes that 
they are risking too much in their escalating deceptions. Just as they 
need financial security and the appearance of legitimacy in order to 
amuse themselves and amass wealth, each needs an unchanging self 
amidst the disguises: 
We must here be fixed; 
Here we must rest; this is our masterpiece; 
We cannot think to go beyond this. (V.i.29-31) 
But they have lost control. Immediately hereafter Volpone orders 
Castrone and Nano to "give out about the streets ... That I am dead" 
(V.i. 77-78). 
Greenblatt and I come to a parting of the ways over Mosca's 
declaration. I think Mosca expresses wisdom, while Greenblatt thinks 
his words reveal his folly. By urging fixity, Greenblatt thinks that 
Mosca frightens Volpone into rashness (101). I think he offers 
prudent advice and is ignored. The boundary between the self and the 
disguise has become too blurred to distinguish. When Volpone enters 
into his final role, he asks Mosca: 
Arn I then like him? 
Mosca: Oh, sir, you are he: 
No man can sever you. (V.iii.1-2) 
To be "like" is to be. They have forgotten how to define themselves 
apart from costumes and characters. Mosca asks "What am I?" and 
Volpone responds: 
Fore heaven, a brave clarissirno; thou becorn'st it! 
Pity thou wert not born one. 
Mosca: If I hold 
My made one, 'twill be well. (3-5) 
One's born character is no longer distinguishable from the made one. 
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While the danger for Volpone and Mosca is to lose themselves to 
their roles, the danger for Celia is life-threatening passivity. Willing to 
be the "heir of darkness," she does not challenge the self-defining, self-
confining limitations prescribed to her. Imprisonment is a high price 
to pay for a stable self, defined by its resistance to threats. Surpris-
ingly, the reticent, unwavering Celia nearly suffers, because her 
genuine emotions do transform her. One of the Avocatori complains 
"this woman has too many moods" (IV.ii.169), and Lady Politic calls 
her a "chameleon harlot" (183). If she were less what she seems, she 
would be a more consistent, convincing performer. Earlier, her 
husband accuses her of being "an actor" performing at "a public 
window" before "hot spectators" (ll.iii.40,3,9). In the courtroom, 
Voltore describes her as this "lewd woman, I That wants no artificial 
looks or tears I To help the visor she has now put on" (IV.ii.61-63). 
But she is the object of actions rather than an actor and will not 
compromise herself or dissemble. She refuses to defend herself in 
court, trusting divine intervention and justice rather than her own 
efforts. Eager for a static pattern of behavior to emulate, she often 
invokes the example of the saints and martyrs. 
While Volpone thinks he must create and preserve himself 
moment to moment, Celia and Bonario are complacent. Trusting in 
God, they feel that no effort of their own is necessary or appropriate 
and refuse to speak to save themselves. They rely instead on their 
mute "consciences" and on "heaven." But as the fourth Avocatore 
points out, in Venice "these are no testimonies" (IV.ii.199). There, Sir 
Politic advises Peregrine: "For your religion, profess none. I But 
wonder at the diversity of all" (IV.i.22-23). "Reformation" accomplishes 
no more than the "translation" of one's words and manners, and the 
shifting of one's coat (l.i.119-21). The conflict in Volpone is not 
between Protestants and Catholics, but between believers and unbeliev-
ers, assurance and despair. The references in the play to "grace" and 
"patience" support the weak representation of Celia and Bonario as 
receptive and faithful. Four times characters recommend or hope for 
patience (11.iii.30; III.ii.144; III.iii.2; IV.i.223). Grace, which one must 
undeservedly receive rather than earn, closely resembles that part of 
ourselves we must accept rather than make. Appropriately, Celia begs 
that Volpone "do me the grace to let me 'scape" (111.iii.24 7) and calls 
both escape and death "graces." Finally, Voltore alleges that Celia and 
Bonario lacked the grace of gratitude: 
For these not knowing how to owe a gift 
Of that dear grace, but with their shame; being placed 
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So above all powers of their gratitude, 
Began to hate the benefit; and in place 
Of thanks, devise t'extirpe the memory 
Of such an act. 
DOLAN 
(IV.ii. 71-7 6) 
Clearly, these lines apply more accurately to Volpone who, hating 
obligation, annihilates the memory of having been given being. To alter 
Luther's words slightly, he gives as a work that he should be accepting 
as a gift (282). In the end, he recognizes that his downfall arose from 
his inability to be patient and to remain fixed: "What a vile wretch was 
I, that could not bear I My fortune soberly" (V.vi.15-16). 
At first, Celia's victimization suggests that she should challenge 
her fortune more strenuously. In the Scrutineo, she wishes she had 
more control over her fate: "I would I could forget I were a creature" 
(IV.ii.129). She is unjustly punished for her passivity and for her 
humble, pious acceptance of being created rather than creator. In the 
first trial, we see the dangers of complacency such as Celia's. Christ, 
too, had it, as did the martyrs Celia invokes. In the second trial, 
however, we discover "how ready is heaven to those who pray'' as 
Vol pone's conception of himself breaks down. Because, having relished 
his autonomy he at last fears it, he surrenders to a confinement more 
crippling than Celia's. Significantly, however, he remains active: he 
destroys himself as he had created himself:12 "I am caught I I' mine 
own noose" (V.v.13-14). His final uncasing is an act of the will-he 
decides to submit himself to the law and to testify to the connection 
between his private and public selves. By actively choosing and 
asserting passivity, he brings the two ways of being, and of conceiving 
one's self, together. As a result, even Celia begs mercy for him. Finally, 
his disintegration forces him to recognize his connectedness to others. 
He says of Voltore, "When I provoked him, then I lost myself' (V.vi.22) 
and to Mosca, "My ruin shall not come alone" (V.vii.86-88). In his 
breakdown, Volpone becomes whole; in his banishment from society, 
he becomes joined to it. 
Since the magistrates must know men in order to govern them, 
they punish Volpone and Mosca for "imposture." If the social order is 
to survive, each man must accept his received identity and his 
inherited place, rather than aspire to a new self or rank Mosca 
violated the social order by impersonating "a gentleman of Venice." 
Consequently, the court censures his ambition and restricts his 
identity to its birth-imposed limits by sentencing him to an ignoble 
punishment: whipping and lifelong slavery in the gallies. Chained to 
the rowers' bench, he will remember his inescapable "place." Because 
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Volpone is "by blood and rank a gentleman," rather than by "habit," 
the magistrates cannot censure him as ignominiously. Yet his punish-
ment makes real his disguise and, with chains and manacles, forges 
an unbreakable bond between the private and the public self, the 
dissimulations and the identity. By "mortifying" Volpone, the Scrutineo 
forces him to accept his limited, mortal self, which must suffer and 
die despite all of his ingenuity and desire. Exasperation with Mosca, 
social pressure, his own weariness, and a seasoned sense of a 
promising theatrical moment all drive Volpone to unease himself. 
Through this uncasing he discovers a self behind the mask: "I am 
Volpone."13 He has "lost" and "undone" his precarious self-made 
identity. Exhausted by his experiment in autonomy, Volpone longs for 
some external authority to bequeath identity to him. In surrendering 
himself to the Scrutineo, and in submitting patiently to his fortune, he 
finds the self that had eluded his active pursuit. 
In Volpone Ben Jonson examines both the risks, rewards, and 
overwhelming responsibility of self-creation, and the narrowness, 
vulnerability, and palor of a received, unchanging self. The active role 
in one's own self-creation offers challenge, adventure, and rich 
theatrical possibilities, while the passive role affords greater security 
and peace. As in a medieval morality like Everyman, in which the 
hero sins with abandon until rescued by a deathbed conversion, 
Volpone is able to be both active and passive. In the face of old age 
and death, he no longer has the energy to perpetuate himself without 
assistance. The limitless potential and the endless horizon of 
uncertainty are no longer exhilarating but horrifying. The satisfactions 
of self-transformation and play fade, and the assuranc.e and 
composure found through surrender are more appealing. Volpone 
plays at modeling his own supple identity in a fantasy of complete 
autonomy, only to abandon this for a confining, unchanging identity 
when his confidence in his own activity and ingenuity fails. Thus the 
courtroom scene takes the place of the repentance scene in the 
morality, in which, out of fear and exhaustion as well as genuine 
repentance, the protagonist recognizes his errors, limitations, and 
dependence on God and surrenders himself. Jonson suggests that 
while we can make ourselves "what we will" within certain limits, we 
must respect those limits-that "conjtiror's circle" outside of which we 
will be dissected. For, being human, we cannot depart from or deny 
that inner self which we cannot transform. 
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NOTES 
1Alexander Leggatt also argues that Jonson portrays acting as a means of 
diminishing rather than enlarging a character's nature (23,25). 
2Several commentators draw interesting parallels between Shakespeare and 
Jonson. John Creaser agrees with Leggatt that role-playing liberates and expands 
Shakespeare's characters (345). Greene points out that Shakespeare "punishes the 
character who is stubbornly immobile, to reward the character who adapts and 
shifts," while Jonson, "more truly conservative, reflects as we have seen the horror 
of a self too often shifted, a self which risks the loss of an inner poise" (344). 
Danson insists that Shakespeare's characters "have a self to come home to," but 
Jonson's do not (187). Jonathan Dollimore remarks that "Ben Jonson knew well 
how 'play' could reveal the illusion of the essential self . .. " Dollimore goes on to 
quote Jonson's Discoveries (1641): " .. . wee so insist in imitating others, as wee 
cannot (where it is necessary) returne to our selves ... " (Italics mine) (176) . 
3Greenblatt agrees that Volpone "is alone" and shares a seventeenth-century 
"sense that man has lost any immediate relationship to the order of the world, the 
feeling that he is no longer enclosed in a web of sympathetic intercommunication 
linking all created things" (96) . Danson argues that the only self we have is the one 
we find in our relations to others-the "social self." 
4Volpone's descriptions of unnourishing foods , elixirs of dissolved pearl, gold, 
and amber, recall Sir Epicure Mammon's equally imaginative excess in The 
Alchemist. Both men's desires recall the starvation resulting from greed for Midas, 
whose food turned to gold and choked him, and Erysicthon, whose hunger no 
amount of food could satisfy (Ovid, Met. , bks 8 and 11 ). Greenblatt begins his essay 
with a discussion of the "lists, recipes, and catalogues" in the play as indications of 
the need for frenzied, hungry activity to satisfy a sense of emptiness (90-91). 
5Greenblatt suggests that Volpone replaces "God as the agent of continual 
creation" (100). Creaser persuasively argues that, in the first scene, Volpone runs 
many conceptions of God together in his parodic veneration of the gold (333). God 
exists for him only as a source for metaphor. Hill concludes his essay, "where are 
the gods?" (328). 
6ln this, too, Volpone resembles Sir Epicure Mammon, with his frequent 
invocations of the Danae myth of conception by means of a shower of gold. 
7Greenblatt suggests that "Volpone is consummately a man who has created 
his own identity, fashioned parts for himself which he proceeds to play with all the 
technical skill of a fine actor ... he is liberated even from himself, uncommited to 
a single, fixed role" (95). Greenblatt also quotes Augustine as saying that if God 
''were to withdraw what we may call his 'constructive power' from existing things, 
they would cease to exist, just as they did not exist before they were made." As a 
consequence of his sense of God's withdrawal, "Volpone cuts himself off from the 
experience of duration. He must renew himself each moment" (100). 
8Creaser argues that Volpone "stands aloof' and remains contemptuously 
detached in these lines (342). Danson, however, discusses the "ontological horror, 
to be 'a kind of nothing, titleless' (Coriolanus 5.1.13)" (187). 
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9Hill discusses Jonson's self-conscious development of his public self (318, 320-
1 ). Goldberg also examines the relationship between the private and public self, 
especially at court (73, 74, 79-80, 94). 
10Greene discusses Celia's "immurement" and her place at the center of the 
circle (342). 
11Greenblatt asserts that "even his great seduction speech, with its vision of 
endless self-metamorphoses in the service of erotic excitement, suggests sexual 
anxiety, the fear already noted in those disturbing words 'run through' and 
'wear'd ' ,., (97). 
12Leggatt suggests that Volpone has an artist's desire for closure and "allows 
his impulses as an artist to overrule even his material self-interest" (26). Hill 
claims that Volpone cannot stop at his masterpiece because he has a "hunger for 
self-destruction" (327). 
13Creaser also sees this as an assertion of selfhood (351). Danson, however, 
claims that "there is not safety in self-discovery," and thus the uncasing is not 
positive or definitive (181, 189). 
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JONSON, SATIROMASTIX, AND THE POETOMACHIA: 
A PATRONAGE PERSPECTIVE 
Robert C. Evans• 
ABSTRACT. Although Thomas Dekker's Satiromastix is usually dismissed as a 
hastily-prepared hodge-podge of personal satire and romantic tragicomedy, signif-
icant similarities and meaningful contrasts between the main plot and the sub-
plot do exist and are repeatedly and variously emphasized. The main plot-about 
a king's abuse of power, betrayal of trust, and lecherous designs on the beautiful 
Caelestine-parallels a satiric subplot in which a poet named Horace (closely 
patterned after Jonson) abuses his social power, betrays the trust of his friends 
and superiors, and prostitutes his heavenly gift of poetic talent. Looking at the 
play from t he perspective of patronage helps illuminate one of its central themes, 
helps highlight the play's tactical dimensions, and helps emphasize how crucial 
and representative an event the poetomachia was, how much it typified many of 
the tensions and challenges Jonson faced throughout his career as a writer 
dependent on powerful superiors. 
Index descriptors: Ben Jonson, Thomas Dekker, Satiromastix, John Marston, 
patronage, thematic unity, poetomachia. 
That patrons and patronage were important influences on Ben 
Jonson's nondramatic poems is clear even from a cursory glance at 
their titles. A surprising number of Jonson's lyrics are addressed 
explicitly to contemporary aristocrats, and in general his poems seem 
to have been greatly affected by the tendencies and expectations of a 
literary culture rooted in patronage relationships. But is this also true 
of his stage plays, or did the theatre provide Jonson and his 
contemporaries an alternative to the pressures and demands of the 
literary patronage system? One of the most interesting events in 
Jonson's life-his early involvement in the war of the theatres, termed 
by Dekker the "poetomachia"-sheds some light on this question. The 
attacks on Jonson by Thomas Dekker and John Marston in their 
famous theatrical onslaught, Satiromastix, seem much more closely 
tied to questions of patronage than has perhaps been previously 
stressed. The play can be seen as a conscious attempt to embarrass 
Jonson in front of the most influential and important segment of his 
audience at a critical juncture in his progress as a poet. Looking at 
the play from the perspective of patronage helps emphasize how 
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crucial and representative an event the poetomachia was, how much 
it typified many of the tensions and challenges Jonson faced through-
out his career as a writer dependent on powerful superiors. 1 
Moreover, looking at Satiromastix in this way also suggests new 
insights into the thematic unities and structural sophistication of the 
play itself. Usually dismissed as a hastily-prepared hodge-podge of 
personal satire and romantic tragicomedy, the play has rarely been 
given much credit for exhibiting artistic skillfulness. Its main plot-
about a king's abuse of power, betrayal of trust, and lecherous designs 
on the virginal innocence of the beautiful Caelestine-would seem at 
first to have little in common with the work's nominal subplot, which 
in fact comprises most of the play's bulk. It is easy to assume, as most 
critics have assumed, that the two plots were quickly cobbled together 
in response to demands extraneous to any concern with thematic 
coherence or artistic design.2 But in fact significant similarities and 
meaningful contrasts between the two actions do exist; moreover, 
these connections are both numerous and highly suggestive and are 
reinforced and emphasized through juxtaposition of scenes and 
through parallels in phrasing, in stage action, and in relations 
between characters. The satiric subplot features a poet named Horace 
(closely patterned after Jonson) , who abuses his social power, betrays 
the trust of his friends and superiors, and prostitutes his heavenly gift 
of poetic talent in ways that strikingly suggest the similar motives and 
behavior of the king. In Satiromastix, both the poet and the leading 
patron seem selfish and corrupt; both fall short of the lofty ideals 
associated with their roles. Each selfishly undermines the trust and 
reciprocal regard so crucial to the healthy functioning of a hier-
archical society. Dekker latches on to one of Jonson's favorite ideas-
that true kings and true poets possess similar gifts and comparable 
responsibilities-and exploits it to great satiric effect. For these 
reasons, questions of patronage and of social power are important to 
a fuller understanding not only of the play's biographical context but 
also of the text itself. 
In the years before Satiromastix was written, Jonson's efforts to 
win aristocratic patronage and to establish himself as a poet worthy 
of aristocratic support had been particularly intense.3 It seems 
neither accidental nor unimportant, then, that Dekker and Marston 
chose to mock his aspirations in this regard, and indeed the 
"poetomachia" in general seems to have been highly responsive to 
pressures inherent in the patronage system. Earlier writers on the 
quarrel tended to stress its personal nature or its relation to rivalries 
among the competing theatre companies, while the best recent account 
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accentuates the degree to which it was rooted in disagreements both 
aesthetic and intellectual.4 All these factors must have played some 
role in determining the nature and conduct of the dispute, but the 
fact that it was largely and often literally acted out before audiences 
composed to a significant degree of the intellectual and social elite of 
Jonson's culture-of courtiers and lawyers, of London wits and 
gentlemen up from the country, of patrons, potential patrons, or the 
associates of potential patrons-must have deepened the intensity of 
the feud by heightening the participants' sense of the stakes involved.5 
By the summer of 1601, when Satiromastix was probably written, 
Jonson's patronage ambitions were well known. Dekker and Marston 
must have seen their play as an opportunity to hit their rival where it 
would most hurt, not only by mocking his behavior as a patronage 
poet but by seeking "to untruss him" (as John Davies of Hereford 
noted) before an audience of "Knights and Lords" (Small 2). Although 
the play they constructed has been criticized as a "slapdash combina-
tion of satire and romance" (Hoy 1: 181), its authors had a better 
reason than mere haste for setting their attack on Jonson within a 
plot so heavily peopled with royalty and aristocrats: it provided the 
right milieu, after all, for caricaturing his relations with his social 
betters. 
The plot .. of Satiromastix can be quickly recounted. The play 
opens with preparations for the wedding of Sir Walter Terrill to 
Caelestine, the virtuous daughter of Sir Quintilian Shorthose. Guests 
at the wedding include Crispinus and Demetrius Fannius (appealing 
stand-ins for Marston and Dekker) as well as the widowed Mistress 
Miniver, who quickly attracts the amorous attentions of Shorthose, of 
Sir Rees ap Vaughan (a comic Welshman), and of the bald Sir Adam 
Prickshaft. Horace the poet (modeled after Jonson) has been commis-
sioned to write verses for the affair, and the second scene satirizes his 
methods of composition, his arrogant self-regard, his social duplicity, 
and his unctuous relationship with a sycophantic admirer named 
Asinius Bubo. Another important character, Captain Tucca, is any-
thing but an admirer of Horace, and much of the play depicts the 
soldier's bombastic threats and the poet's cowardly retaliation. Mean-
while, Horace is employed by Vaughan to write love letters on his 
behalf to Mistress Miniver, as well as to compose a poetic attack on 
bald heads, covertly aimed at Prickshaft. Juxtaposed with such farce, 
the main plot grows suddenly serious when King William Rufus, 
invited t.o the wedding, develops a lustful infatuation for Caelestine. 
Daring Terrill to test her innocence, he pressures him to agree to send 
her that evening to the court, where the King secretly hopes to seduce 
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her. Terrill recognizes the King's motives but fee.ls bound by his oath 
to comply. Caelestine, wanting to obey her husband but determined to 
preserve her purity, drinks a potion (administered by her father) that 
apparently kills her. When her body is borne to the court, Rufus-
confronted with the horrible results of his corrupt designs-
condemns himself and sincerely repents of his vice. No sooner does he 
do so than Caelestine revives; the potion was not poison after all. 
Meanwhile, Horace and Bubo have also been borne into the court to 
stand trial for all their duplicitous offenses. At first the poet refuses to 
admit any guilt, but after being painfully crowned with a wreath of 
nettles, he confesses to a long list of charges and vows to change his 
ways. At the very end, Tucca, to everyone's surprise, abruptly wins the 
widow, and the play concludes with a dance. 
Much of the action of Satiromastix clearly seems symbolic, and 
indeed Dekker effectively blends realistic detail, sharp satire, and 
broad comedy with elements more obviously emblematic. As her very 
name suggests, Caelestine symbolizes beauty and virtue of an almost 
heavenly perfection, and the King's attempt to abuse her corresponds 
on many levels to Horace's perversion of poetry. The opening prepara-
tions for the wedding suggest an ideal of social harmony that both the 
King and Horace help to undermine, while the true love that exists 
between Terrill and his bride makes an effective counterpoint not only 
to the calculating, humorous courtship of the Widow Miniver by 
Prickshaft and Vaughan but also to the selfish scheming of Rufus and 
the poet. It therefore seems appropriate that Horace and the King are 
first mentioned almost in the same breath by the man who trusts 
them both and whom they both deceive. Near the conclusion of the 
opening scene, Terrill happily announces that the King will grace his 
marriage by attending, and then immediately instructs a friend to 
check with Horace to make sure that the commissioned "nuptiall 
songs" have been completed on time (I.i.151-64). The King is Terrill's 
superior, while Terrill is Horace's patron. Yet both the King and the 
poet pervert the ideal of proper patronage relations. Both pretend to 
respect Terrill more than they really do; both treat him hypocritically 
and abuse his trust. 
This is why it seems both appropriate and ironic that Horace, in 
the next scene, is shown laboring over an epithalamion (I.ii.1-39). 
Since marriage songs were quintessentially patronage poems, usually 
written by poets for their social superiors (Greene 155), Dekker could 
not have chosen a more appropriate genre with which to mock 
Jonson's abilities and aspirations as a poet of patronage. The fact that 
the lines Horace recites parody lines from Jonson's recent "Ode" to the 
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Earl of Desmond, one of the most elaborate and serious patronage 
poems of his entire career, only underscores this point (Hoy 1 207-
08). Yet the emphasis on the epithalamion also seems clearly ironic, 
since Horace embodies impulses powerfully opposed to the very 
creativity, social harmony, and selfless affection a marriage poem 
exalts. His celebration of the marriage, like the King's presence at the 
wedding, seems crudely inappropriate. Throughout this scene, in fact, 
Horace's relations with his superiors are implicitly and explicitly 
satirized; he is depicted as incapable of the genuine and ingenuous 
service the patronage system ideally called for. Yet while Jonson-
Horace is the play's obvious satiric butt, one result of the satire must 
have been to suggest that his patrons were ultimately t he ones being 
made fools of. Ostensibly warning Jonson's patrons about his selfish-
ness, the satirists exploit his benefactors' own senses of self-interest. 
The r isk his patrons run in supporting him is not only the risk of being 
deceived and betrayed but (in a society in which perceptions were so 
important) the more damning risk of appearing to be fatuous 
"Mecaenasses" (IV.ii.63). Dekker's strategy here is to turn the standard 
patronage assertion-that through association with the poet, the 
patron could win fame-into a positive liability for Jonson. 
Not all the play's attacks on him are so obviously connected with 
patronage. At one point the fact that he was a bricklayer is mentioned 
(I.ii.37-39), at another point his conversion to Catholicism (IV.ii.89-
91). Three allusions are made to his conviction for murder (I.ii.14-17; 
IV.ii.61-63; IV.iii.202-05), and his physical features and mannerisms 
come in for repeated assault. Yet however remote these hits may seem 
from t he patronage context, all must have been partly designed to 
embarrass Jonson with the most significant part of his audience. It is 
no accident that the play's literal untrussing of the poet takes place 
before the King, or that the act of untrussing was normally used to 
dismiss a dependent from his superior's service, or that the monarch 
a few lines before the end of the work pronounces himself satisfied 
with Horace's punishment. Because he is the most important patron 
of poets within the play (see, for example, V.ii.136; 340), the King's 
concluding rejection of Horace is both thematically appropriate and 
dramatically effective. It represents the ultimate embarrassment to 
which a patronage poet could be subjected. 
Juxtaposed with the scene that introduces Horace and empha-
sizes his hypocrisy, the first scene of Act 2 introduces the King and . 
stresses his thinly-disguised designs on the purity of Caelestine. But 
the scene also raises other important issues that help connect t he 
play's plot lines while also suggesting the larger theme of patronage. 
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When Sir Vaughan compliments the King and receives what he falsely 
interprets as an ambiguous reply, he immediately assumes that 
Horace has poisoned the King's attitude towards him (II.i.92-115). His 
nervous worries about the King's true feelings underscore the impor-
tance of good relations with one's patrons, and in fact Vaughan voices 
fears here central to the poetomachia itself: the fear that favor might 
suddenly be lost, the fear that malicious attacks might destroy one's 
standing with superiors. 
Vaughan's obsession with ambiguity and his fear that language 
can be used as a social weapon accentuate an important theme of the 
play. Horace himself claims at one point that he must carefully weigh 
each syllable he speaks or writes because his enemies are liable to 
misinterpret his meaning ( I.ii.192-203). Even this claim, however, is 
consciously hypocritical, and in fact it is chiefly Horace and Rufus 
who corrupt speech and abuse words to achieve their own limited 
ends. Rufus later prevaricates with Terrill (II.i.157-216), and Horace 
later does indeed plot behind Vaughan's back (11.ii.4 7-53). Language, 
ideally one of the strongest bonds for holding society together, is 
perverted through the selfish behavior and pernicious example of this 
poet and this King, who, because of their social roles, have a special 
obligation to use words well. No sooner does Vaughan express his 
worries about linguistic ambiguity than the King begins to address 
Caelestine in sexually ambiguous terms, and it later seems extremely 
ironic that Rufus-hypocrite that he is-binds Terrill through an 
oath, through a solemn profession of words, to bring his new bride to 
court (II.i.156-221). The whole confrontation between Terrill and the 
King, in fact, shows how Rufus exerts his power precisely by imposing 
control over another's language. Like Horace in the preceding scene, 
he takes pleasure in his ability to manipulate others through clever 
and disingenuous use of words. 
As in the opening scene, Vaughan's adjacent references here to 
Horace and the King invite us to ponder the thematic parallels 
between them. In addition to their common abuse of language, both 
men are essentially egotists and materialists. Horace's professed love 
of poetry only highlights his greater love of gold, while the King's 
praise of Caelestine emphasizes her physical attractions rather than 
her beautiful character. Ironically, some of the imagery he uses to 
praise her reminds us inadvertently of the same kingly ideals he 
himself transgresses (Il.i.16-64). Dekker could claim, in fact, to have 
presented a much more complex and searching portrait of kingship in this 
play than Jonson had presented in Poetaster, where the emperor Augus-
tus is idealized in terms that seem almost completely unambiguous.6 
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Although Dekker's play in some ways seems less "realistic" than 
Jonson's, its treatment of the impact of personality on the exercise of 
public power seems frankly more stimulating and provocative. 
Rufus is hardly the only victim of Dekker's subtle sarcasm. Other 
patrons within the play also fall short of the ideal behavior associated 
with their roles. Vaughan himself, for instance, later employs Horace 
to write poems implicitly attacking Sir Adam (III.i.84-94)-a fact that 
makes his own earlier fear of slander and ambiguous language seem 
all the more ironic. Hypocfitical in his relations with Vaughan, Horace 
serves as the instrument of Vaughan's own hypocrisy. The poet abuses 
his patron much as the King abuses Terrill; but while Terrill remains 
innocent, Vaughan falls victim to the very tactics he uses against 
others. His maneuvers against Prickshaft resemble those of Horace 
against Tucca. In the world of Satiromastix, proper social relations 
have been poisoned; combativeness and deceit are rampant; the 
farcically trivial dispute over Mistress Miniver helps emphasize the 
similar foolishness of other disputes the play presents. The silly 
pursuit of the old widow by the fatuous old men highlights the equally 
silly but far more dangerous pursuit of Caelestine by the King. The 
play's characters, events, themes, and plot lines are interconnected in 
ways more intricate and interesting than has usually been assumed. 
The action and phrasing of the play's final scenes dramatically 
underscore the thematic parallels that have steadily been developing. 
At the end of Act 4, Horace, charged by an exasperated crowd with 
all-consuming ambition and with wide-ranging and indiscriminate 
slander and hypocrisy, is uproariously borne off in a blanket to be 
publicly mocked at court, the center of power and magnet of 
ambition. The stage action here is crucially significant: it prepares for 
a powerful visual parallel later in the play, when the seemingly dead 
body of the innocent Caelestine is also borne off towards court at the 
head of a similar procession. And in fact the parallel is explicitly 
anticipated through Tucca's mocking reference here to the hapless 
poet as a reluctant "quiuering Bride" who must be forced to go to 
court (IV.iii.262). 
The festive mood that concludes the fourth act contrasts effec-
tively with the solemn opening of Act 5, where Terrill and Caelestine 
lament their mutual predicament. Terrill's anguished sense of obliga-
tion to the King and his powerful conviction that an oath is "the 
trafficke of the soule, I [the] law within a man; the seale of faith, I 
The bond of every conscience" (V.i.40-42) contrast strikingly with the 
recently-emphasized hypocrisy of Horace and with the lawlessness, 
faithlessness, and lack of conscience thus far displayed by the King. 
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Terrill's loyalty highlights the duplicity of both King and poet, while 
Caelestine's fierce determination to preserve her virtue also accen-
tuates their facile corruption. Her apparent death after she swallows 
the potion symbolizes the suicidal self-poisoning of virtue we have 
been witnessing throughout the play. In a richly emblematic and 
ironic moment whose significance is reinforced through parallels in 
language and stage business, Caelestine is borne off in a chair as 
Horace was earlier borne off in a blanket. In both cases, dead virtue 
makes its way towards court (V.i.175-80). 
The play's final scene, with its opening emphasis upon the 
complacent self-regard and self-indulgence of the King, contrasts 
strongly with the tragic tone of the preceding episode. Rufus' opening 
words associating kings with gods drip with unintended irony (V.ii.1-8), 
but they serve to remind us that Horace also smugly assumes, at 
various points throughout the play, some higher sanction for his 
behavior. However, both the king and the poet prostitute the ideals 
they talk so much about. Both take themselves too seriously, and both 
dress their motives up in a lofty language that seems grossly 
inappropriate. Although both men share a kind of duplicitous 
cunning, both lack true wisdom. Rufus' condescending remarks about 
Terrill in this scene (V.ii.27-33) specifically recall similar remarks 
made earlier by Horace (I.ii.106-24), but the King's pride is quickly 
undercut. When the apparently-dead Caelestine is brought on stage, 
Rufus is devastated. Confronted with a stunning image of death that 
prefigures his own inevitable demise, the King wonders aloud who 
could dare "blaspheme her beauties, or I Prophane the cleare religion 
of her eyes" (V.ii.59-60). The questions boomerang: Caelestine has 
chosen physical poisoning over the spiritual poisoning he himself had 
intended for her. The par adox of poisoning is now picked up by 
Terrill, who begins a long denunciation of the King with the words, 
"My tongue is tipt with poison" (V.ii.62) . But in fact Terrill's words, 
though harsh, are regenerative; they help convict and convince the 
King of his own sinfulness and crime. The knight uses language here 
as a true satirist might, but as Horace never has. Indeed, when Terrill 
accuses the King of earlier speaking "Vnder the couert of a flattering 
smile" (V.ii. 77), we can't help but notice how accurately this also 
describes Horace's own behavior. 
However, the King's profound sense of shame and sorrow con-
trasts strongly with the way Horace responds throughout the play to 
similar accusations. Terrill's indictment, in fact , not only reminds us of 
similar earlier indictments of Horace by Crispin us and Demetrius (e.g., 
I.ii.204 ff.; IV.iii.211 ff.) but also looks forward to the climactic "trial" of 
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Horace with which the play concludes. Both the King and the poet 
face charges in the closing scene, but each responds differently. Rufus' 
frank admission of guilt, his sincere regret, his strong public self-
condemnation all have the effect, paradoxically, of making him seem 
far more worthy and deserving of respect than he had ever seemed 
before; he embraces his guilt so forthrightly that he suddenly seems 
somehow innocent. It is no accident that precisely at this moment, 
Caelestine begins to revive. Viewed as a "realistic" event, her sudden 
resuscitation seems implausibly miraculous; viewed symbolically, how-
ever, it is pregnant with meaning. Her recovery represents physically 
the spiritual regeneration now taking place within the King; indeed, 
just as Caelestine never really died, so Rufus' virtues, apparent briefly 
at the beginning of the play, were never completely extinguished. The · 
King's reformation makes Horace's later obstinacy seem all the more 
reprehensible. 
When the poet is finally paraded into the court, he and Bubo are 
"pul 'd in by th 'hornes bound," and both are dressed "like Satyres" 
(V.ii.158 s.d.). The costuming is doubly significant. It symbolizes 
Horace's beastly behavior and his corruption of the true role of 
satirist, but it also reflects obliquely on the earlier goatish lust of the 
King. The parallels between King and poet are emphasized once more 
when Horace is symbolically crowned with a "wreath of nettles" 
(V.ii.158 s.d.; 234), an act that also reminds us both of Christ's crown 
of thorns and of Horace's unchristian conduct. All the earlier parallels 
between Rufus and Horace help stress, in these final moments, the 
differences that now exist between them. Whereas Rufus had willingly 
embraced his guilt and accepted his public humiliation, Horace denies 
the charges levelled against him and continues to protest his 
innocence. Only when the crown of thorns becomes too painful does 
he reluctantly confess his misdeeds and vow not to repeat them. 
Neither his confession nor his oath, however, seems fully convincing. 
Unlike the King, whose reformation seemed genuinely inward, 
Horace's is imposed from without. His previous similar oaths were 
quickly broken, and Dekker effectively leaves unclear the sincerity of 
the poet's conduct here. Satiromastix does, however, end on a note of 
other harmonies achieved-not only because the most boisterous and 
in some ways most unruly character, Captain Tucca, announces his 
intentions to marry, but also because in its final moments the play 
dissolves into a dance. It was at an earlier dance that the King had 
first attempted to seduce Caelestine, but when he dances with her 
here, he seems both literally and figuratively in touch with virtue. 
Horace's reformation may be questionable, but the play's chief patron 
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now seems genuinely changed. And in fact, the King's transformation 
makes the genuineness of Horace's change seem ultimately less 
important. His rejection of Horace effectively ends the poet's social 
power. Horace will no longer pose a threat, because his humiliation 
before the King and his rejection by his other patrons effect a kind of 
social castration, destroying whatever potency he once possessed. His 
loss of social power will be rooted less in pious morality than in 
political pragmatism: to patronize Horace now will clearly mean 
risking one's own reputation. 
The thematic connections between the different plot lines of 
Satiromastix are both numerous and significant and help to refute 
the most common charges leveled against the play-that its tone is 
incoherent and its structure poorly conceived. Through pairings of 
scenes, echoes of phrasing, and parallel actions, Dekker stresses the 
similar shortcomings of the King and the poet in order to stress the 
similar obligations of each. Behind the play's satiric bite is an implicit 
idealism about the proper behavior of writers and their patrons; 
Dekker undoubtedly agreed with Jonson that the true poet and true 
king shared a similar social importance. Perhaps that is why he took 
the trouble to emphasize the parallel corruptions of Horace and Rufus 
and make them central to the play's design and meaning. Perhaps 
that is also why he chose to stress so strongly Horace's perverse 
relationships with two other patrons, Sir Walter Terrill and Sir Rees 
ap Vaughan. Doing so not only accentuates the theme of patronage 
but also strengthens the links between the play's various plots. 
Of course, Dekker's immediate purpose was to ridicule Jonson, 
and the play's mockery of him as a patronage poet seems significant 
for several reasons. It suggests how important a factor patronage was 
in the general literary culture of this time. More specifically, it 
suggests that the competition for patronage may have been a more 
important factor in the poetomachia than has been previously 
recognized. Moreover, it implies how important to Jonson (and how 
widely known) his hopes for patronage must have been during this 
period-important enough that his antagonists saw them as effective 
targets for satire. Their mockery seems designed not only to embarrass 
and humiliate the poet but also, less obviously, to intimidate and 
provoke second thoughts among any of his potential patrons. Finally, 
their attacks suggest how patronage pressures could exert themselves 
even in the theatre, a sphere in which they might be assumed to have 
been comparatively less intense. 
Whether addressing a lyric poem to an individual patron, writing 
a masque for performance at court, or addressing a wider audience in 
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the theatre, Jonson was inevitably presenting for inspection, scrutiny, 
and validation or attack not only literary works but also particular 
images of himself as a poet. Implicit in every work he wrote was-to 
put it crudely-an advertisement for himself. He could never afford to 
forget that both his poetic aspirations and his social ambitions would 
be determined not so much by any nebulous public-at-large but by the 
small, powerful segment of the English population that constituted its 
patronage hierarchy and their dependents. Jonson wrote not for an 
anonymous audience but for an audience composed most importantly 
of people who enjoyed more power than he did and who could control 
the kind and degree of power he enjoyed. And it was composed also of 
people who were competing with him for social advancement. Both 
factors helped foster a sense of anxiety, not about his relationship 
with his distant poetic precursors (whom he freely imitated and 
looked on as models for shaping his own responses to the demands of 
the patronage system) but about his relationship with his immediate 
poetic rivals and social superiors. 
These kinds of tensions were at the center of the "poetomachia," 
which can be seen not only as one of the most important and 
determining events of Jonson's early poetic career but as an event in 
some ways emblematic of his career as a whole. The poetomachia 
simply carried to an extreme various tendencies crucial to a proper 
understanding of Jonson's entire life as a writer. The public rivalry 
with other authors, the attempt to embarrass them in front of 
influential auditors and their efforts to retaliate, the attempt to 
fashion and present an attractive image of oneself while simulta-
neously denigrating the images of other writers and resisting their 
attempts at denigration: the sheer complexity of the poetomachia 
epitomizes the complex nature of Jonson's social position and its 
complex impact on his poetry. The plays that resulted from the 
conflict help suggest how important the struggle for patronage was in 
Jonson's career, and they illustrate that the theatre, far from 
providing any real alternative to that struggle, might often function 
only as another forum for it. 
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1As yet there is no published book-length discussion dealing exclusively with 
Jonson as a poet of patronage, although the books by Wayne and by Helgerson do 
provide valuable treatments of Jonson from a sociological perspective. In an 
article forthcoming in Renaissance and Reformation, I argue that anxieties about 
patronage were nearly as important in the later stages of Jonson's career as they 
were at the time of the poetomachia. Sheavyn's book remains a good, basic 
introduction to literary patronage in the English Renaissance, although certain of 
its arguments and emphases have been challenged (see, for instance, Rosenberg's 
book). Javitch, O'Neill, and Parry are also helpful. For a solid interdisciplinary 
collection of essays that also provides a good sense of other secondary materials 
on Renaissance patronage, see the volume edited by Lytle and Orgel. 
All references to Satiromastix are to the text printed in the first volume of 
the Bowers edition of Dekker's works. Citations will be given parenthetically by act, 
scene, and line numbers; "poetomachia" appears in "To the World" (309). Although 
Dekker was primarily responsible for Satiromastix, it has usually been assumed 
(in Small's words) that "Marston was at Dekker's elbow during the composition" 
(122). I sometimes refer to the play as a collaborative effort only to indicate that it 
presents a defense of both men against Jonson's earlier attacks in Poetaster. 
2Hoy quotes Swinburne's judgment that the incongruity exhibited by Satiro-
mastix is both "monstrous" and "perverse" ( 180-81n). Hoy himself considers the 
work a "dramatic medley" in which satire and romance are blended at some cost 
to "dramatic congruity'' ( 180). Price speaks of "incongruities of tone or dramatic 
method that vitiate the play'' and says that Dekker must be blamed "for the 
discord between the serious and comic plots, which seem quite devoid of thematic 
relation to each other" (59-60). Small writes that the "Celestine-Terrill story . .. has 
absolutely no connection with the Horace-plot except that the names Crispinus 
and Demetrius are applied to two mute courtiers, and that, after the Celestine-
story is ended, the King is made judge over Horace" (119) . For similar comments 
about the play's defects of structure, see Jones-Davies ( 44) and Allen (67-68). 
3The best discussion of this period in Jonson's life is Kay's article. Jonson's 
earliest datable poems of patronage, including his famous "Epistle to Elizabeth 
Countess of Rutland," were written in the years immediately preceding the 
poetomachia. The Rutland epistle reveals perhaps as clearly as any poem he ever 
wrote how important patronage was to him and how significant he felt that the 
prospect of failing to win or maintain it would have been. 
The Countess of Rutland, however, was not the only Elizabeth whose 
attentions Jonson courted in the early years of his career. He seems naturally also 
to have been interested in winning the favor of her godmother, the Queen. There is 
little evidence that the monarch took much personal notice of Jonson; she usually 
left the patronage of writers to her own clients. But his efforts to make a good 
impression were persistent, sometimes less than subtle, and various in form. When 
Margaret Ratcliffe, her favorite maid of honor, died prematurely in 1599, he 
commemorated her passing with a small but artful acrostic epitaph (Herford and 
Simpson 8: 39), one of only a very few acrostics by Jonson that survives. Horace's 
pride as a writer of acrostics is explicitly mocked in Satiromastix (I.ii.90). 
At around the same time as the poem on Ratcliffe, the Lord Chamberlain's 
men staged the first performance of Jonson's newest play, Every Man Out of His 
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Humour. In the work's controversial original conclusion, an actor impersonating 
the Queen was acclaimed by another in terms that even Jonson seems later to 
have fe lt were a bit too fulsome. When, a year later, he presented her on stage 
again in Cynthia's Revels, he did so allegorically and integrated her character 
more completely into the play. 
One of Jonson's most curious patronage poems dates from around this time-
his "Ode" to t he Earl of Desmond (Herford and Simpson 8: 176-80). The poem was 
apparently Jonson's first attempt to meet the demands of one of the most public, 
prestigious, and poetically elaborate of all Renaissance genres. It marks an 
important stage in his effort to be taken seriously-both by his social superiors 
and by competing writers-as a Poet in the fullest sense. The poem seems to have 
been widely known in the months after it was written; in Satiromastix, Dekker not 
only alludes to Jonson's pride in his ability as a writer of odes (I.ii.92) but actually 
burlesques the language of the poem itself. 
4The fullest account of the poetomachia is given by Small; it is discussed 
briefly by Sharpe. In his valuable dissertation, Kay discusses the social background 
in the first two chapters; for the most part, though, he stresses the differences and 
similarities between the artistic and critical assumptions of Jonson and Marston. 
Like some recent writers on the conflict between Jonson and Inigo Jones, Kay 
argues that the aesthetic disagreements between Jonson and Marston were 
actually quite small-an assertion which, if accepted, only enhances the impor-
tance of a "micro-political" explanation of their conflict. The fact that Jonson and 
his opponents so often had so many ideas or basic assumptions in common could 
serve, in fact, to make their personal competition all the keener. 
The poetomachia is one of the most confusing episodes in Elizabethan literary 
history. Attempts by earlier scholars to find traces of it nearly everywhere 
produced an inevitable reaction. Small attempts to limit the scope of the quarrel 
by disputing many of F. G. Fleay's more questionable identifications, but later 
writers have gone even further. Berringer, for instance, argues that the quarrel 
probably involved only Jonson's Poetaster, Satiromastix, and Marston's What You 
Will. Kay, in his dissertation, also attempts to limit the dispute to a few plays, 
believing with Berringer that many of the characters identified by subsequent 
commentators with Elizabethan literary personalities were actually intended 
merely as character types. I have chosen to limit the following discussion of the 
poetomachia to one of the two plays indisputably involved, not because I am 
entirely convinced by such arguments but simply to indicate that the case can be 
made using the most conservative approach to the evidence possible. 
5Cook's important argument that the audiences for Elizabethan plays included 
a far higher proportion of "privileged" members than was earlier assumed has 
recent ly been faulted by Butler, although he criticizes her more for the imbalance 
of her account than for the inaccuracy of her evidence. Even if Cook overestimates 
the number of the privileged in the audiences of Elizabethan playhouses, she is 
probably correct in assuming that they would make up the most influential, most 
determining part of the audience-the part the dramatist would be most 
concerned to impress. Certainly Dekker suggests in Satiromastix that Jonson was 
interested in impressing them. In Act 5, Vaughan accuses Horace of" [sitting] in a 
Gallery, when your Comedies and Enterludes haue en tred their Actions, and there 
[making] vile and bad faces at euerie lyne, to make Sentlemen haue an eye to you, 
and to make Players afraide to take your part" (V.ii.298-301). Later he is charged 
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with "[venturing] on the stage, when your Play is ended, and [exchanging] 
curtezies, and complements with Gallants in the Lordes rooms, to make all the 
house rise vp in Armes, and to cry that's Horace, that's he, that's he, that's he, that 
pennes and purges Humours and diseases" (V.ii.303-07). A little earlier he had 
been accused of "skru[ing] and wriggl[ing] himselfe into great Mens famyliarity, 
(impudentlie)" and of "wear [ing] the Badge of Gentlemens company'' (V.ii.255-57). 
Horace himself at one point threatens to bring "a prepar'd troop of gallants" with 
him to the theatre, "who for my sake shal distaste euery vnsalted line" in the 
"fly-blowne Comedies" of Demetrius and Crispin us (I.ii.143-44). 
6For the view that Jonson's presentation of Augustus is not wholly unambig-
uous, see Sweeney ( 44). Still, as Sweeney himself points out, the momentary 
questioning of Augustus' judgment is not given much emphasis; certainly there is 
nothing in Jonson's play like the thoroughgoing criticism of the king in Satiro-
mastix. 
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OF BEN JONSON'S AUDIENCE 
Richard Finkelstein• 
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ABSTRACT. Ben Jonson's portraits of audiences in his plays' prefatory materials 
closely resemble similar features in Roman comedies. Although this essay does not 
challenge general assumptions about Jonson's stormy relations with his spec-
tators, it does demonstrate that the vocabulary in which he describes such 
interchanges derives from metadramatic exchanges in Roman New Comedy. 
Jonson, Plautus, and Terence all divide their audiences into the ignorant and the 
wise. This same split defines enemies and friends, bad and good judges. Metaphors 
of violence also characterize both Roman and Jonsonian prologues. Even Jonson's 
haughty dramatic personae, and thus an overall rhetorical scheme, mirror those 
found in Roman comedy. Finally, Jonson's prologues create fictions about play-
going which often answer to real-life situations; but they also inform spectators of 
the interpretative acts expected from them. 
Index descriptors: dramatic persona, dramatic rhetoric, ethos, Ben Jonson, 
metadrama, Renaissance dramatic satire. 
Ann Jennalie Cook's recent book, The Priviwged Playgoer of Shake-
speare 's London, revises Alfred Harbage's finding (Shake-
speare's Audience and Shakespeare and the Rival Traditions) that 
the London popular theatre embraced auditors from all walks of life. 
Her theory that people outsic:le the privileged classes were unlikely to 
have formed much, if any, of the theatrical audience leaves unexplained 
much of Harbage's internal evidence for the presence of laboring 
classes, tradespeople, and uneducated folk. The purpose of this essay 
is to demonstrate that the kind of internal evidence implying the 
presence of both uncooperative genteel and ignorant plebeian spec-
tators must be evaluated with extreme care. 1 Particularly after 1600, 
as satiric drama thrives, much reflects conventional literary portraits. 
I will show here that, at least for Ben Jonson, Roman comedy helped 
form portraits of auditors and his relation to them on which 
historical speculations are sometimes based. 
In Jonson's case, because he often adapts both the voice and 
subject matter of his prologues from Plautus and Terence, I am 
joining others (Leggatt, Peterson) in reconsidering the harsh tones of 
his many topical, satiric attacks. The wealth of deprecatory remarks 
about much of his audience in his plays and in Discoveries of course 
makes it clear that Jonson holds strong convictions about audiences' 
*Department of English, SUNY-Geneseo, Geneseo, NY 14454. 
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proper roles in theatres and their frequent failure to behave appro-
priately. This paper will show, however, that although Jonson's 
historical circumstances may be unique, the vocabulary in which he 
phrases his theatrical statements is not. We see his antecedents best if 
we group his extra-dramatic statements into categories determined 
by their rhetorical effects. 
First, Jonson's prologues and inductions regularly divide the 
audience into ignorant and intelligent spectators, as if following the 
model of the dual dedications in Catiline, "To the Reader in 
Ordinarie" and "To the Reader Extraordinary."2 Peter Carlson ( 443-
57), Jonas Barish (3-35), and L. A. Beaurline (14) have made it clear 
that Jonson's divisions do not correpond at all to an ability to pay for 
a private theatre or more expensive seats. We see that the induction 
to The Magnetic Lady demonstrates that neither half of the author's 
audience corresponds to the rich wearing "plush and velvet-outsides" 
or the "Sixe-penny mechanicks." Prologue chides Mr. Damplay for 
pride in thinking himself among a better sort of people, because of his 
richer clothes, by quickly retorting, "Of clothes, not understandings? 
They are at pawne" (38-39). 
Regardless of historical circumstance, rhetorically dividing his 
audience into ignorant and intelligent groups repeatedly forms much 
of the task Jonson assigns to a satiric dramatic persona. Asper 
inaugurates this sentiment in print. As he exits during the induction 
to Every Man Out, Asper exclaims that if the play fails , "Arte hath an 
enemy cal'd Ignorance" (219). He testifies to the potential for ignorant 
misjudgment of his aims by the satirized audience. Yet before leaving 
he also says that 
Good men, and vertuous spirits, that lothe their vices, 
Will cherish my free labours, love my lines, 
And with the fervour of their shining grace, 
Make my braine fruitfull to bring forth more objects. (134-37) 
Asper, like other figures in Jonson's inductions or prologues, thus 
addresses himself to a public at large and not just to the audience at 
the theatre. He divides his potential audience into the two groups 
Jonson identifies elsewhere: the ignorant who are enemies to art and 
the just who support it. Near the end of Jonson's career, the 
dedication to the reader in the printed version of The New Inn carries 
into print Jonson's habit of dividing his audience. He calls on readers 
to be the betters to the ignorant spectators of the failed play. Since 
such splitting occurs in both public and private theatres and durin~ 
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successes and failures, it calls into question Harbage's suggestion that 
"When Jonson alludes to 'pied ignorance' or to the 'vulgar and 
adult'rate brain,' he is expressing distaste for the inclusiveness of the 
audience of the public playhouses and the preponderance of plain 
people in that audience. Actually, it incorporated the audience of the 
private playhouses. The latter ... isolated itself on particular occa-
sions" (Shakespeare and the Rival Traditions [56]).3 It need not be 
plain people who anger him-the troupe might be a general group of 
bad judges in part created from dramatic tradition. 
Plautus' Poenulus, for example, presents a Prologue who impe-
riously harangues his audience as he enters, a situation not uncom-
mon in Plautine prologues. He asserts that some spectators have 
come to the play hungry while others have come with full stomachs. 
In these lines Plautus divides his spectators into the foolish and the 
wise according to their pre-theatre dining habits:4 
You who ate showed more wisdom; 
you who did not eat, be made full by the play; 
it is excessively foolish for a man with a meal prepared 
for him to come and sit here hungry because of us. (7-10) 
Some lines later, the prologue announces a set of rules and regula-
tions for the audience which, as Thelma Greenfield (69) has pointed 
out, are delivered in a form like that of the contract in Bartholomew 
Fair. The Prologue at this point chooses certain character-types in 
the audience as targets for criticism, much as Jonson criticizes 
"ignorant" spectators throughout his plays. Prologue tells slaves not to 
crowd in but to leave room for free men, or to go hoine if they cannot 
buy their own way. He addresses gossiping matrons who are probably 
sources for the gossips in The Staple of News. Among his auditors are 
cursed wantons who would sit on the stage (scortum exoletum ne 
quis in proscaenio I sedeat [17-18]). He tells them to silence their 
chat, as Jonson's prologue requests the women's silence about foolish 
news of the neighborhood; Plautus insists, "Matrons are to view this 
play in silence, temper their foolish chirping, and take their prittle-
prattle home" ( matronae tacitae spectent, spermones f abulandi 
conferant [32-34 ]). Whether or not these groups were actually 
present in Plautus' audience is unimportant to us. Jonson, however, 
clearly appropriates such scenes for his own use. 
He could have similarly appropriated Terence's matter. As with 
Plautus, whether or not this Roman writer criticizes real enemies 
seems less important than Jonson's interest in beginning many plays 
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with related figures. The rhetorical strategy of the prologue to the 
Adelplwe is particularly clear. It begins: "After the poet perceived that 
his writing is being obseved by unjust people and that his enemies 
forcibly misinterpret that which we are about to act ... he will give 
evidence for himself; you will be the judges" (1-4). 5 Although not 
necessarily ignorant, Terence's enemies are as unjust as Jonson's. 
Prologue continues: "for malevolent men will say that noble men 
assiduously aid the author in writing: which they judge to be a 
vehement reproach; but this poet considers it the greatest praise, that 
he pleases them who please all of you and the people" ( 15-19). 
Prologue thus argues that the author is an associate of noble 
men, people of whom the audience would approve. This situation may 
actually represent Terence's historical position, but within the play it 
helps him construct his rhetorical strategy. Using a form of flattery, 
Terence gives his auditors a choice between identifying with two kinds 
of audiences, one of which, the poet's noble friends, approves of the 
author. 
Terence's strategy in the prologue to the Hecyra closely resembles 
Jonson's tactics in The New Inn, where he appeals to the readers as 
just men, and compares them to the previous unjust theatrical 
audience. The first prologue exclaims that, at its first performance, 
the play was interrupted by an inauspicious and disastrous event 
(vitium et calamitas) which prevented it from being seen or under-
stood, because stupid people's thoughts were taken up with a 
tightrope walker. The final line of this short prologue distinguishes the 
present audience from such a group, since it says the auditors know 
other plays by the same author (Alias cognostis eius: quaeso hanc 
noscite [8]). The second prologue uses the same strategy. It lists the 
unpleasant people whose noise earlier drove the play from the stage, 
but asserts that now there is no disturbance as peace and silence 
have greeted him (Nunc turba non est: otium et silentiumst [ 43] ). 
When this prologue goes on to beg for the spectators' help and 
protection, they are encouraged to grant them lest they identify 
themselves with a stupid group preferring gladiators. (We are reminded 
of the people who would judge The Alchemist as they would 
wrestlers.) In Plautus' and Terence's plays, then, as in Jonson's, 
prologues create an association between the author and his audience, 
encouraging positive feelings for the poet among an implied group of 
spectators. 
Considering a second set of rhetorical features, we see that 
Jonson makes his ignorant spectator not only unschooled and lacking 
in judgment, but also hostile to the author. The auditor would, if he 
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could, disrupt his play. Even the dedication to the early and 
successful Every Man in his Humour alludes to a "supercilious race" 
who use their ignorance to put down poetry. Asper finds them "like 
gold camels, who kicke at every touch" (133). As throughout the 
dedication to Volpone, Jonson's · choice of metaphors frequently 
suggests that hostility against him, (comically represented by the boy 
of the house in Cynthia's Revels or the gossips in The Staple), is 
coupled with violence. The dedications to Sejanus and Catiline depict 
a violent, warlike relationship between the author and his audience. 
In the note to Lord Aubigny in Sejanus, Jonson comments on the 
play's failure with metaphors of rebellion: "It is a poeme that (if I well 
remember) in your Lo. sight, suffer'd no lesse violence from our people 
here, then the subject of it did from the rage of the people of Rome" 
(9-12). In light of the preceding metaphors, even plays containing 
prologues which seem full of good will allude to hostile relations 
between the author and his audience. Epicoene contains a dedication 
to Sir Francis Stuart humorously referring to spectators' hostility, 
despite the play's relative success: "I shall love the contumely done me, 
whose end was so honorable, as to be wip'd off by your sentence ( 17-19)." 
That Jonson favors metaphors of combat takes us again to his 
predecessors. Plautus' prologues also depict hostile relations between 
the playwright or prologue and the audience. The Amphitryon brings 
Poetaster to mind. Mercury compares his own horror of being 
whipped like an actor to the horror any member of the audience 
would feel at receiving the same treatment. That is why he takes pains 
to remind the spectators, propterea pace advenio et pacem ad vos 
affero (32). Later on, Mercury again adopts a metaphor of battle, this 
time to refer to the theatrical competitions in which poets present 
plays. He asks that inspectors remove claques stationed in the theatre 
to favor various authors. Quoting Jove, he says that worth only wins 
the wars: Virtute dixit vos victores vivere (75). Although prologue-
Mercury comes in peace, he tells us that spectators may angrily attack 
actors and that the theatre metaphorically resembles a battlefield. 
The Truculentus calls for the audience's attention using a 
metaphor resembling that with which Jonson asks for attention in 
The Devil is an Ass. There, Jonson complains that the grandees have 
given him neither real nor metaphoric space (You have "come to 
grace I our matter, with allowing us no place").6 Like Jonson's 
prologue, Plautus' suggests that his audience will not give him 
geographic space (and we incidentally see meta-dramatic questions 
raised which anticipate Renaissance issues): 
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Plautus requests a very small portion of space 
from your great and gracious city within the walls, 
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to which he may bring Athens without architects' help. 
What now? Are you going to give it or not? They nod assent. 
Indeed, I know that I will carry off a place from the city 
without delay. What if I beg something from your own means? 
They nod dissent. (1-6) 
Such adversarial relationships between the stage and the audi-
ence also introduce Terentian comedy. The prologue to Eunuchus 
asserts that he must anticipate criticisms of the author's dramatic 
composition. In the Andria he announces that, although originally he 
had planned to write just to please people, now he finds that he must 
spend all his time writing prologues to defend himself from abuse: 
"For he uses up his time writing prologues, not to tell the argument, 
but to answer the abuses of a malevolent old poet" (5-7). 
Prologue's words in the Adelphoe summarize the relationship 
between poet, audience and play suggested in Terence's other com-
edies and adopted by Jonson: the play is the "evidence" (indicium) 
and "you will be the judges of whether the author's line should be 
praised or condemned" ( 4-5). Making the audience a court to judge 
the play as evidence of the author's worthiness in a critical battle is 
the position Dekker satirically adapts in Satiromastix, and Jonson 
borrows in his dedications, his prologues to Every Man Out, Poetaster, 
The Staple of News, and Bartholomew Fair (where the play is the 
author's ware and spectators must judge their money's worth). 
Not only do the words and tone for Jonson's audience derive from 
the Roman stage, but so does his well-known haughty pose, inverting 
the conventionally solicitous stance of the sixteenth-century play-
wright.7 To a great extent, it restores the voice of the classical 
prologues to the stage, a comic voice which Jonson adapts to the 
exigencies of dramatic satire. Prose and verse satires also contribute 
to this pose, but we can now see that dramatic precedents for it do 
exist. Classical comedy contains images of playwrights which meet the 
need for a haughty, imperious, and courageous persona in satire. Neo-
Latin scholarship which Jonson admired may have implicity recom-
mended classical comedy's "audience" and "authorial" personae to 
him. Casaubon, in his De Satyrica, believes that Plautus and Terence 
wrote a kind of satire.8 
In Plautus' plays the Prologue occasionally offers himself as a 
servant who will take care of business transactions for anyone who 
asks him. In the Menaechmi, for example, Prologue offers to go to 
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Epidamnus on command, much as the Prologue in the Poenulus 
offers to go to Carthage: 
If any of you should want anything done for him at Epidamnus, 
boldly command me and speak out-that is, in case you furnish 
the wherewithall so that it can be done. For unless someone 
gives money, it will come to nothing. Whoever gives money, it 
will rather come to a greater nothing. In truth, I am returning 
from whence I came, and I am cleverly doing that in one place. 
(51-57) 
Even as he closes his offer, the Prologue draws attention to the truth 
of the matter which is, of course, that this is a play and he cannot go 
anywhere, except through the set on stage. He has broken his promise 
despite his announced desire of only wishing to please the spectators. 
The serious part of this metadramatic joke is that it points out who 
really dominates in the relationship between the actors and the 
audience. Jonson's promises in The New Inn and The Devil is an Ass 
to offer palatable or likeable fare to the audience follow Plautus' 
strategy when the prologue goes on to assert that if the spectators 
don't like it, it's their fault. Jonson extends a friendly offer, only to use 
it to remind the spectators that the author is the best judge of quality 
in the house. 
Ot her Plautine prologues repeatedly inform the audience that the 
author controls its expectations and the play's events. In the 
Menaechmi, Prologue resists the interpretation and an audience's 
interference with his intentions, saying that "the scene is nowhere, 
except where it is said to be" (ego nusquam dicam nis ubi factum 
dicitur [ 10 ]). Mercury introduces the Amphitryon and suggests, as 
Jonson does in Volpone and Epicoene, that he could reorganize the 
play if he so wished (f aciam ut commixta sit: sit tragicomoedia [ 59] ). 
In the Casina, the prologue tells the audience not to expect the son 
to return to the city because Plautus would not have it so and in fact, 
Plautus broke a bridge that lay on the youth's route: "He will not 
return to the city today-do not expect him. Plautus did not wish it; 
he broke the bridge which was on the youth's route" (65-66). 
Centuries later, when Jonson reminds the "guests" at Epicoene that he 
could have written the play differently, he is sending the audience the 
same message: the poet is as powerful and in control as the man 
Plautus' prologues depict. Jonson's representation of a powerfully 
controlling authorial persona remains constant throughout his plays 
392 FINKELSTEIN 
even when, as in Epicoene and Volpone, his prologue suggests that he 
bends to popular tastes.9 
Jonson's constant use of self-confident and haughty speakers 
probably borrows as much from Terence's words as it does from 
Plautus'. Terence's men answer criticisms of their author's dramatic 
competence and confidently repel, as we have seen, the accusations of 
malevolent old poets. In the Heauton Timorumenos, Prologue declares 
that the poet neither denies nor is made contrite by his opponents' 
detractions: id esse factum hie non negat I neque se pigere et deinde 
facturum autumat (18-19). In the Andria he forcefully explains to 
the audience that his enemies should abandon speaking badly, lest 
they recognize their own wrong ways: dehinc ut quiescant porro 
moneo et disinant I male dicere, malefacta ne noscant sua (22-23). 
The prologue (and the author he describes) affects a pose above 
contention, like the prologue in Poetaster. Often stated by Jonson and 
here implied by his predecessor is that their plays may hold up 
unflattering mirrors. 
Jonson's prologues create a fiction about play-going which often 
answers to real-life situations, such as the war of the theatres, but 
which also informs spectators about the decorum expected from 
them while attending plays. He depicts both intelligent and ignorant 
audiences for his plays and satirizes the latter group, an hostile and 
large host of enemies. Depicting himself as an independent, wise 
judge, and stern, unbending and confident, Jonson claims the patron-
age of men who mirror his own self presentation. Seeking such an 
alliance, rigorously exclusive but admitting all who play by the rules, 
marks Renaissance dramatic satirists. With a reading list similar to 
Jonson's, they would have learned that meaningful communication 
generally occurs only between two men similarly learned and virtuous. 
Although Cicero's De oratore opens the orator's appeal to the many, 
other works of Cicero's (including De amicitia, De ojficiis and De 
finibus) focus principally on the wise man, so that the message to 
writers is mixed. Jonson identifies the poet with an orator (Dis-
coveries 2528-31), insisting we judge the ends of his comedies as we 
would an orator's appeal; and the Stoic Seneca, whose philosophy he 
most admired, and which was popular in the early 1600s, would have 
convinced him to follow Cicero's appeal to "understanders" rather 
than to the audience as a whole. 
As Walter Ong says, "the writer's audience is always a fiction." 
Jonson's awareness of prior audiences to comedies in part creates his 
own audience. Cicero, after all, insists on the importance of an orator 
projecting his ethos (1.19.87). Jonson rhetorically creates both his and 
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his audience's in a skillful instance of Renaissance self-fashioning 
based on a Roman source. These findings suggest that the War of the 
Theatres deserves yet another reevaluation. More important, Jonson's 
use of Roman comic "audiences" and Professor Cook's work show that 
(though Jonson is certainly a special case) the audiences of public 
and private theatres could have been more similar than previously 
supposed-that both might have contained penny-wits and valued 
understanders alike. 
NOTES 
1Harbage himself is aware of this in Shakespeare's Audience. He finds little 
evidence of real disorder in the theatre and concludes that civil authorities had 
their own reasons for exaggerating incidents (p. 105). 
2All quotations from Jonson's plays refer to the Herford and Simpson edition. 
3Jonson is then one of those writers who, Harbage says, may lump an entire 
audience together as the "ignorant multitude" if it suits his purpose (Shakespeare's 
Audience 121 ) . What is either unusual about Jonson or problematic with 
Harbage's theory is that Jonson's extra-dramatic material never consistently links 
social class to good judgment. 
4All quotations from Plautus refer to line numbers in the Loeb Classical 
Library edition (London: William Heinemann, Ltd ., 1932). I occasionally rely on the 
translat ion by Paul Nixon found in that text. 
5Quotations from Terence refer to line numbers in the Loeb Classical Library 
edition (London: William Heinemann, Ltd ., 1959). I occasionally rely on trans-
lations by John Sargeaunt in that text. 
6Herford and Simpson interpret this prologue very literally as a complaint 
that the audience on stage is not leaving enough room for the actors (10: 218). 
Because of this, they gloss "tract" (8) as "rather oddly used of such a confined 
space as the stage." It is clear that Prologue's desire applies in part to the physical 
stage, but also is a metaphor for asking for "space" in the audience's attention. 
7Dramatists who mix little satire with their comedy rarely present themselves 
as Jonson does. See, for example, Lyly, Gascoigne, Peele and authors of late 
moralities, in contrast to Jonson and Marston. 
8See Casaubon, De Satyrica Graecorum Poesi et Romanorum Satira, ed. I. I. 
Rambach (Halle, 1774); see also Daniel Heinsius, Quintus Horatius Flaccus 
accedunt nunc Danielis Heinsii De Satyra Horatiana Libri duo (Leyden, 1629). 
91n the Captivi (Jonson 's source for The Case is Altered), the Prologue adopts 
the same haughty position as that so frequently assumed by Jonson's Prologue, or 
the poet to whom he alludes. He supposedly spots a man who does not 
understand him and tells him either to come forward or to leave the theatre, since 
he would have an actor turn beggar: accedito. I si non ubi sedeas locus est, est ubi 
ambules, quando histrionem cogis mendicarier (11-13). He implies that, should 
he have to try hard to make this auditor understand, he would be begging for 
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his understanding. He in fact concludes, "I have no intention of bursting myself to 
keep you from misunderstanding" (ego me tua causa, ne erres, non rupturus 
sum [ 14 ]). Plautus' characters implicitly remind the spectators that the presenter 
of the play controls the relationship between them. This is the same reminder 
Jonson's prologue makes in The New Inn. 
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IMPEDING THE PROGRESS: SIDNEY'S 
THE LADY OF MAY 
Christopher Martin* 
395-405 
ABSTRACT. Standing as it does at the inception of one of the age's most brilliant 
literary careers, Sir Philip Sidney's brief entertainment The Lady of May continues 
simultaneously to arouse curiosity and to puzzle readers with its garrulous 
obscurity. It is, however, precisely in this confusing wordiness that the perform-
ance's significance lies; for in the work Sidney presents a humorously critical 
assessment of the Elizabethan governmental setup by transforming the standard 
topos of the marriage debate into a seemingly endless series of absurd exchanges, 
each of which merely devolves into invective and promises little more than a 
limitless deferral of judgment and fruitful action. The Lady of May essentially 
illustrates for its audience, in a serio-comic manner, the dangers arising when a 
monarchy's willingness to moderate the insubstantial prolixity of its "wordy" 
advisors and subjects breaks down. 
Index descriptors: Sir Philip Sidney, The Lady of May, masques and enter-
tainments-Elizabethan. 
The masque, or more generally the court entertainment, was in 
its day the most aggressive of all literary art forms; you did not 
usually go to see it, it came to see you. In the context of the celebrated 
raids-called progresses-which Elizabeth periodically inflicted upon 
her local gentry, the sudden nature of these performances conven-
iently provided the queen's various hosts with a means whereby they 
could turn the excursion into a landscape of adventure. Sir Philip 
Sidney's contribution to this genre, the piece we now refer to as The 
Lady of May, shares this sense of immediacy, something that Stephen 
Orgel observes the 1598 edition of the poet's works curiously pre-
serves: though the text "starts on the verso of the last page of 
Astrophel and Stella, there is no catchword for it on the recto. 
Typographically, in fact, it accosts us with the same abruptness that 
must have characterized the performance itself' ( 44). Sidney perhaps 
would have found this slip amusingly appropriate. For in the 
Wanstead entertainment the standard element of immediacy built 
into the form serves as an ironic underpinning for what I wish to 
argue is a presentation about mediation itself, specifically the media-
tion of words. 
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Critics have long puzzled over the work's garrulous obscurity. 
Early interpretations detected an esoteric commentary on the French 
marriage issue, though this tack soon met with inconsistencies 
rendering it untenable (Howell 155). Robert Kimbrough and Philip 
Murphy have viewed the work as Sidney's defence of his uncle, 
Leicester, at whose estate it was performed. In his seminal study of 
the Jonsonian masque, Orgel examines the Wanstead play as a 
reformulation of the traditional debate between the active and 
contemplative lives. Penny Pickett discerns in the action an elaborate 
enactment of the charioteer image from Plato's Phaedrus. The chief 
difficulty involved in all these various approaches is that, in their very 
attempts to penetrate the surface, the commentators overlook The 
Lady of May's most salient feature, the sprawling and convoluted 
prolixity which, as David Bergeron notes, here seems to usurp the 
more traditional emphasis on visual spectacle (37). Robert E. Still-
man's recent analysis focuses on the linguistic problems highlighted in 
the text, with fine results; yet for Stillman the disparity between res et 
verba Sidney accents serves only as a foundation for the work's 
"distinguishing theme," justice. This still seems off the mark. In 
Sidney's presentation, the surface becomes the subject: that is, the 
author chiefly concerns himself with a comic illustration of how 
language, if left unchecked, can find an end in itself, deferring 
indefinitely any exterior goal at which it might originally have aimed. 
If the action rests upon any particular metaphor, it is not the 
abstruse neoplatonic one Pickett suggests, but rather something 
closer to the notion Plutarch sets forth in his essay on intemperate 
speech: ')ust as they affirm that the seed of persons too prone to lusts 
of the flesh is barren, so is the speech of babblers ineffectual and 
fruitless" (Moralia 6: 403). Setting his entertainment in the context of 
a May celebration, Sidney conjures all the associations of the season 
with aggressive sexuality and fecundity. The "matter" of the turmoil, 
as the distraught mater informs the queen at the start, is "mat-
rimony," the legitimizing of her daughter's potential for maternity. But 
in the ensuing action, nearly everything plays against this initial idea, 
as a seemingly endless series of mediating figures step forward and, in 
their wordiness, threaten to pre-empt t he decision which would 
promote the marriage. Just as others' words stand in the way in 
Sidney's most famous sonnet, so here the characters' verbose conten-
tiousness serves as a potential impasse to fruitful conclusion. 
Moreover, if the play harbors any topical significance, it lies not so 
much in a particular point about Elizabeth's relations with Anjou, but 
rather in a more general parodic depiction of the court as a place 
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where words dominate, where only ineffectual controversy "breeds." 
Joel Alt man has studied the Tudor penchant for prolonged, open-
ended debate, concluding that although "the method inhibited action, 
it cert ainly did increase awareness" ( 40). Not so here. In The Lady of 
May, the dialogue not only postpones resolution, but yields no 
particular benefits of its own; nothing is advanced, as each of the 
confrontations staged merely degenerates into sterile invective and 
virtually all of the participants, save perhaps the May Lady herself, 
engage in discourse which ultimately comes across as pointless and 
static. The author is not, as Dorothy Connell would have it, "in 
another mood" when he later censures "wordy disputes" in his Defence 
of Poetry (86); this very critique, rather, becomes the informing factor 
in the drama. 
Recalling the general orientation of Elizabethan policy, we can 
easily grasp how the court, to someone of Sidney's temperament, 
might have elicited such an appraisal. The queen, as is well known, 
conducted affairs of state in a dilatory manner which often led her 
counselors to question not only her prudence, but even her sanity. An 
obsessive focus on preliminaries tended to stand in the way of 
ultimate goals. "Plans for mobilization of means steadily displaced the 
consideration of ends" (MacCaffrey 19). Called upon to pass judgment 
in any issue, however trivial, Elizabeth would invariably delay, usually 
under the pretext of requiring further details or deliberation (Williams 
23). Sidney chafed at this policy of prolixity, and his own notorious 
outspokenness was reinforced by a firm intolerance of discourse 
which lacked substance. When he came to design his entertainment 
for the queen's May visit to Wanstead, he seized the occasion t o 
present a mild parody of courtly procedure through the wasted words 
comprising this tedious brief comedy from start to finish. 
Reference to the mediating capacity of words comes into play 
even before the dialogue formally commences. The action begins as 
Elizabeth's train, walking in Wanstead garden, suddenly encounters 
"one apparalled like an honest man's wife of the country ... crying 
out for justice, and desiring all the lords and gentlemen to speak a 
good word for her .. . "(MP 21). An incipient irony colors this request, 
as the audience will itself soon be accosted by a virtual army of 
loquacious mediators, whose attempts to put in words for their 
respective sides will impede rather than promote the resolution the 
mother seeks. Brought before the queen, she reveals that her only 
daughter's two jealous suitors have come to blows: "each have brought 
their partakers with them," she says, "and are at this present, without 
your presence redress it, in some bloody controversy; my poor child 
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is among them" (MP 21). The very desire to serve has resulted in an 
abortive contest which treatens to swallow the object of contention. 
And although her majesty's presence will halt the physical combat 
described, the verbal exchange replacing it will in fact never rise 
above this level of "bloody controversy." 
The mother departs after presenting the queen with a verse 
"supplication," a twelve-line bit of conventional flattery which, as one 
critic puts it, shows "little promise of the poetical powers which 
Sidney developed later" (Osborn 501), and indeed advances nothing. 
Were these stanzas offered earlier, their complimentary cast might 
have at least held the purpose of ingratiating the May Lady's mother 
into royal favor; coming as they do after the suit has been stated, they 
seem only words without any real function. But this emptiness is, 
perhaps, the point. Though the verse concludes, "So dare I, wretch, my 
bashful fear subdue, I And feed mine ears, mine eyes, mine heart in 
you" (MP 22), the monarch will get little chance to "feed" these 
subjects in any way; rather, her own ears will be fed with the 
excessive verbiage now impending. Regardless of what the poem's 
sycophantic patter may state, the queen will, in this drama, do the 
listening. 
The structured vacuity of the supplication immediately gives way 
to the "confused noise" of the approaching combatants, who quit their 
strife as they confront the queen. One of the rout, an "old father 
Laius" (Greek lalos, "loquacious, babbling") , steps forward as spokes-
man. Despite his reputation as one of the "substantiallest" shepherds, 
his tortuous discourse again adds nothing to what the mother has 
already said. By now, in fact , pronunciation has taken on a kind of 
bureaucratic self-consciousness: Laius desires Elizabeth "to give a 
little superfluous intelligence to that which, with the opening of my 
mouth, my tongue and teeth shall deliver unto you" (MP 22). His 
phraseology actually figures forth indiscretion. In the first letter he 
ever wrote to his son, Sir Henry Sidney warned the twelve-year-old 
Philip to "Think upon every word that you will speak before you utter 
it, and remember how nature hath ramparted up, as it were, the 
tongue with teeth, lips-yea, and hair without the lips, and all 
betokening reins and bridles for the loose use of that member" 
(Osborn 13). The metaphor was a commonplace, and Sidney's 
audience would have recognized that Laius is essentially unlocking 
the verbal floodgates here. The "intelligence" he delivers is indeed 
paltry and superfluous. Trapped by his attention to terms, the old 
man cannot bring himself to say anything worth hearing, and 
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ultimately proves as useless as the "substantial schoolmaster" to 
whom he finally defers. 
A splendid example of comic characterization, and possibly a 
model for Shakespeare's Holofernes, Master Rombus stands out as the 
entertainment's most memorable figure. His name seems to allude not 
only to the self-styled "geometrical proportion" of his pedagogical 
talents but also to the Greek rombos or "bull-roarer," a noisemaking 
device employed in religious fertility rituals. "Fully persuaded of his 
own learned wisdom," he draws attention away from the issue at 
hand to focus instead upon his own voluble pedantry, speaking about 
twice as many lines as the May Lady herself. His "clerkship" of course 
makes little impression on the contentious rustics, who answer him 
only with "many unlearned blows," as he remarks to the queen: "for 
coming, solummodo, to have parted their sanguinolent fray, they 
yielded me no more reverence than if I had been some Pecorius 
Asinus: I, even I, that am, who I am" (MP 23). In spite of his assertion 
that "Verbus sapiento satum est," he will continue to ramble aimlessly 
until the May Lady silences him, at least temporarily, with several curt 
dismissals. 
We notice that so far, after the supplication, Lalus' introduction 
and Rombus' first speech, we have not at all advanced over the 
country wife's original statements. Through all this talk, the audience 
has gotten nowhere. In contrast to the earlier dialogue's comic 
redundancy, the May Lady's comments seem refreshingly direct. At 
last, we gain a few details explicating more clearly the play's central 
dilemma. She states that she must decide between the forester 
Therion, who possesses "many deserts and many faults," and the 
shepherd Espilus, with "very small deserts and no faults" (MP 25). "I 
like them both, and love neither," she tells the queen, and leaves it up 
to her to choose. We may detect an intentional pun in the May Lady's 
desire that Elizabeth "be judge of my mishaps, and others' worthi-
ness," since . "worthy'' and ''wordy'' were, in the sixteenth century, 
pronounced and often spelled the same. 1 Here, the characters' 
wordiness obscures any worthiness present, making the case a 
difficult one to arbitrate. And even at the moment a response finally 
seems forthcoming, we learn that further dialogue must first inter-
vene. The May Lady postpones the moment of decision, insisting that 
the monarch withhold her choice of suitor until she hears ''what each 
of them can say for themselves in their rural songs" (MP 25), and 
turns the stage over to the rivals. 
The lyric exchange between Espilus and Therion has proven the 
focal point for most "allegorical" commentary on The Lady of May. But 
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what we see in the pastoral contest really amounts to little more than 
rustic name-calling set amid a series of stock conceits. The debate 
proper begins with Espilus' conventional Petrarchanisms: 
Tune up, my voice, a higher note I yield: 
To high conceits the song must needs be high; 
More high than stars, more firm than flinty field 
Are all my thoughts, in which I live or die .... (MP25) 
He concludes, however, with a dig at his opponent's environs: "Sweet 
soul, ·to whom I vowed am a slave, I Let not wild woods so great a 
treasure have." Therion responds with a gruff line-by-line counter: 
The highest note comes oft from basest mind, 
As shallow brooks do yield the greatest sound; 
Seek other thoughts thy life or death to find; 
Thy stars be fall'n, ploughed is thy flinty ground: 
Sweet soul, let not a wretch that serveth sheep 
Among his flocks so great a treasure keep. (MP 26) 
Espilus picks up by stressing the splendor of his pastoral lifestyle, only 
to finish with an indictment of the forester's poverty: "But still take 
heed, lest thou thyself submit I To one that hath no wealth, and 
wants his wit." This last sneer prompts from Therion the nasty, rather 
clumsy insult, "But take this beast [Espilus] , if beasts you fear to miss, I 
For of his beasts the greatest beast he is." In this "debate," finally, we 
find small evidence of desert in either speaker, save their facility with 
· invective and willingness to denigrate a rival. 
As the singing contest draws to a finish , we again expect the 
decision that would put an end to all this bickering. But once more a 
group of antagonists interpose. Awaiting the queen's verdict, we are 
told, "the shepherds and foresters grew to a great contention whether 
of their fellows had sung better, and so whether the estate of 
shepherds or foresters were the more worshipful" (MP 26). Again, the 
audience must sit by as another set of garrulous folk slander each 
other. Now the chief speakers are Dorcas, an old shepherd, and the 
belligerent forester youth Rixus, with Rombus as moderator. Dorcas 
begins by encouraging Espilus as a sure win, to which Rixus instantly 
replies, "O Midas, why art thou not alive now to lend thine ears to this 
drivel? By the precious bones of a huntsman, he knows not the blaying 
of a calf from the song of a nightingale" (MP 27) . This triggers another 
round of abuse, which continues until Rombus' learned interruptions 
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prompt each of the figures to speak in praise of his own respective 
vocation, protracting the digression even further. 
The impassioned Dorcas celebrates the contemplative cast of the 
shepherd's life, only to revert finally to a series of curses which, 
however comic, are nonetheless sincere: "He that can open his mouth 
against such innocents [as the sheep], let him be hated as much as a 
filthy fox; let the taste of him be worse than musty cheese, the sound 
of him more dreadful than the howling of a wolf, his sight more odible 
than a toad in one's porridge" (MP 28). Rixus' subsequent admission 
that the shepherd's life "indeed hath some goodness" serves only as a 
rhetorical basis for an encomium of foresters, which similarly concludes 
with a blast at the challenger's vocation. As before, the viewers 
witness neither action nor contemplation at work here, only 
ridiculous pettiness and sterile contention which belies any exemplary 
status the speakers attribute to their several lifestyles. 
Rombus' interruptions also support the idea that all this is 
nothing more than aimless sidetracking. He breaks in on the dispute 
repeatedly to point out, in contorted Latin and academic jargon, the 
speakers' ignorance of proper rhetorical strategy, and to annotate 
and explicate in tedious detail the manner in which their debate 
ought to proceed. But his figures of speech remind us of how far we 
have strayed from our original purpose. "Attend and throw your ears 
to me, for I am gravidated with child, till I have indoctrinated your 
plumbeous cerebrosities" (MP 27), he states, and later attempts to 
illustrate a point with the image of "a man coupled to his wife, two 
bodies but one soul" (MP 29). Fertility and sexuality have been 
reduced to mere tropes, useful only insofar as they can sustain 
dispute. The schoolmaster speaks in terms of interminable division 
and subdivision, moving ever further away from the marital con-
junction at which this discourse supposedly aims. Means have 
replaced ends, as words take on lives of their own. 
The May Lady puts an end to this extensive interruption by 
herself breaking in upon Rombus' harangue as he arrives back at the 
"proposed question" of the suitors' merits. She interjects, "No, no, your 
ordinary brains shall not deal in that matter; I have already 
submitted it to one whose sweet spirit hath passed through greater 
difficulties, neither will I that your blockheads lie in her way'' (MP 30), 
which is, of course, all they have done since their first appearance. 
With the rout effectively quieted, she at last calls for the queen's 
verdict, informing her majesty that "in judging me, you judge more 
than me in it." While this cryptic statement seems to invite esoteric 
interpretation, I would suggest there is something ironic in the 
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author's teasing aside. For ultimately nothing resides behind the play's 
surface tissue of words, except perhaps the need to put aside this 
very fascination with the kind of meaningless discourse figured 
herein. "In judging the question," the May Lady seems to imply, ''you 
judge the foolishness of the obsessive argumentation here presented." 
Sidney points out nothing more than the need for an authoritative 
figure to cut through the verbose disputation, which only delays 
action, and to come to some sort of decision. 
As we reach the moment of judgment, however, all words oddly 
cease. We learn only that "it pleased her Majesty to judge that Espilus 
did the better deserve her; but what words, what reasons she used for 
it, this paper, which carrieth so base names, is not worthy to contain" 
(MP 30). The work's most significant passage, which in its definitive 
pronouncement might have clarified or given purpose to all that had 
gone before, has been deleted from the printed text. But in the 
context of our present reading, the omission seems quite appropriate, 
an exemplary act of discretion. In this drama of wasted words, the 
central figure fittingly resolves the main issue in silence. Any justifica-
tion would entail further speech, the very thing this presentation 
criticizes. In contrast to the "wordy'' disputation of the rustics, the 
"worthy" monarch's utterance remains forever direct and almost 
mysteriously unadorned. 
The verdict naturally elicits further dialogue from the characters: 
Espilus and Therion, backed by the "full consort" of shepherds and 
foresters, sing of their respective joys and sorrows. This second 
singing match has drawn much critical attention, since the verses 
sung by the victor refer to Sylvanus, the god of foresters, while those 
recited by the vanquished speak of Pan, the god of shepherds, a point 
which apparently indicates that Elizabeth made a mistake in choosing 
Espilus over Therion. As Kimbrough and Murphy note, however, the 
stanzas seem "sufficiently ambiguous" to be sung by either suitor 
( 106); and the chief thing to notice here, I think, is the laying aside of 
invective which contaminated all the prior exchanges. If anything, the 
sense of peace is enhanced by a song wherein a triumphant shepherd 
generously recalls the success of a forester god and a defeated 
forester consoles himself by remembering Pan's humiliation before 
Hercules. Contention gives way to consort. 
When the music ends, the May Lady steps forward to offer a brief 
farewell, addressing the queen, "Lady your self, for other titles do 
rather diminish than add unto you .. . "(MP 31). Even in this parting 
compliment, the author emphasizes the way words can encumber and 
take away from a "self." The May Lady departs with a prayer that 
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Elizabet h henceforth flourish as the season. Thus we may see in the 
entertainment's denouement, initiated by the queen's act of judgment, 
what Northrop Frye calls the "descending movement of order and 
harmony on chaos, which is the original act of God, perpetuated in 
human society by the structure of authority'' (160). However verbose 
and confused the court might become, the monarch always has the 
power to put things aright through a silencing of useless controversy 
and a firm decisiveness. 
But Sidney does not leave us off quite so comfortably, for his May 
Lady does not have the last word. At the final moment, in a passage 
excised from the 1598 folio , the movement toward order reverses as 
Rombus comes forth yet again to accost the queen. 2 The old pedant's 
final discourse underlines the indestructability of the garrulous fool, 
as well as the potentially darker side of his absurdity. Hurling his 
garbled insults in the wake of the rustics' departure, and swearing 
Malvolio-fashion that he "will be vindicated" against their indifference, 
he proceeds to inform Elizabeth that he suspects her host, the good 
"Master Robert of Wanstead," of being a "huge catholicam": 
wherewith my conscience being replenished, could no 
longer refrain it from you, proba dominus doctor, probo 
inveni:· I have found unum par, a pair, papisticorum 
bedorus, of Papistian beads, cum quis, with the which, 
omnium dierum, every day, next after his pater noster he 
semper suits and "and Elizabeth," as many lines as there be 
beads on this string. (MP 31) 
According to some obscure law in "the great Turk Justinian's library," 
Leicester thereby forfeits the beads, which Rombus hands over, finally 
requesting the queen to "love me much better than you were wont" 
(MP 32). While the audience undoubtedly appreciated the humor in 
the suggestion that this leader of the Puritan faction had "Papistical" 
affiliations, behind the joke lies the rather dismal recollection of how 
such words could impel rumors which frequently ended careers, and 
occasionally even lives. There was something depressingly familiar 
about Rombus' accusation; some of Leicester's more spiteful oppo-
nents were in fact not above making this charge (Kimbrough and 
Murphy 107). The "fruit" of Rombus' desire to serve is only mis-
information and harm. If the play begins with a call for justice and a 
good word, it concludes with an unjust and libellous allegation. 
Sidney's initial literary effort th us depicts both the sterility 
threatened by words which lack substance and delay necessary 
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action, and the active danger presented by these words in the mouths 
of the ignorant or malicious. At the end of his life, not so many years 
later, the poet would write to his father-in-law expressing disgust for 
Elizabeth's continued policy of granting only vague promises in lieu of 
pay to the beleaguered garrisons under his command in the Low 
Countries. However firm his resolve, Sidney at last admits that he 
cannot rely upon the monarch to succour or make fertile their 
military efforts. If her glory could "feed" the ears, eyes, and heart of 
the flattering masquer, it could not support her ragged troops battling 
Spanish forces across the channel. Looking back, at this point, upon 
the futility of his own efforts to advise the queen, Sidney might finally 
have concluded of himself, as he had earlier in a letter to his brother, 
"Lord how I have babled" (Prose 3: 133). 
NOTES 
1See, for example, the letter from William Cecil to Sir Henry Sidney of January 
6, 1569, where the minister says of young Philip, "he is wordy to be loved and so I 
doo love hym, as hewer myne own" (Osborn 16). 
2As Katherine Duncan-Jones has pointed out, the authenticity of the passage 
has been questioned (MP 17-18). However, it is as likely that the speech was edited 
out of 98 as that it was spuriously added to the Helmingham manuscript 
(Kimbrough and Murphy 107). 
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ABSTRACT. Orsino and Olivia illustrate Denis de Rougemont's theory of romantic 
love. The opening scene of Twelfth Night reveals that Orsino harbors a hidden 
death wish that explains the distance he puts between himself and Olivia, his use 
of go-betweens, and his general isolation. Olivia is Orsino's counterpart, for she 
also deals in obstructions meant to deny the outside world and heighten her 
passion for a dead brother. Both principals are led out of their melancholy by 
Viola, who sets Olivia's love of barriers against itself, and who teaches Orsino the 
value of true friendship. The alter-ego of Orsino and Olivia is Malvolio, whose 
desire to restrain, control, and gag others s hows that he wishes them the ultimate 
in ill will-death itself. Thus, Malvolio's promised revenge takes on special 
thematic importance: one way or another, the play implies, death will have its day. 
Index descriptors: Shakespearean comedy, Denis de Rougemont, Love in the 
Western World, Twelfth Night, Death Wish. 
Two deservedly influential essays on Twelfth Night begin by 
noting that, in one respect, this comedy differs markedly from 
Shakespeare's usual formula. Bot h Joseph Summers and Harold 
Jenkins observe that external obstacles to love and happiness are 
conspicuously missing in Illyria: no older generation stands in the way 
of Orsino's marriage to Olivia; and no genuine rival for her hand even 
exists until Sebastian appears ( 111; 25-26). Still, obstacles of some 
kind must be present or, as Summers writes, "the happy ending 
should already be achieved at the beginning of the play" ( 111 ). An 
extension of the analyses of Summers and Jenkins suggests that 
obstacles to love in the main plot of Twelfth Night are self-
manufactured and therefore psychological in nature, and that both 
Orsino's and Olivia's melancholy really masks a secret love of death, 
the greatest of all obstacles to life and happiness. 
The classic psychological study of the relationship between love 
and · death is, of course, Denis de Rougemont's Love in the Western 
World, in which the author explains that when Tristan draws his 
sword and puts it between himself and Iseult, t hat sword is not only a 
self-imposed obstruction but also a symbol of the ultimate barrier to 
happiness and fulfillment-death-for which both partners secretly 
yearn ( 43-44). Death, De Rougement argues, is the final end of passion 
*Department of English, Iowa State University, Ames, IA 50011 . 
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because all passion is really suffering, and only in death will the lovers 
"be redeemed and avenged for 'what they have suffered' " ( 46). Put 
another way, barriers and obstructions heighten passion, and so, if 
passion is seen as pleasure, the greater the barrier or obstruction, the 
greater the feeling of pleasure. Since death puts an infinite distance 
between the two lovers, it is the final obstruction, the point at which 
passion also becomes infinite. Whether the lovers want an end to their 
passion or to experience it most intensely-or whether, paradoxically, 
they want both-obstructions are essential, with the final barrier-
death-as their secret goal. 
Since the alternate title of Twelfth Night is What You Will, an 
audience might reasonably ask what Orsino desires in his opening 
speech. He appears to want both an end to love melancholy and an 
excess of it, since music, to Orsino's mind, does not calm the pangs of 
love but enhances them: 
If music be the food of love, play on, 
Give me excess of it, that surfeiting, 
The appetite may sicken, and so die. (I.i.1-3) 
Does Orsino desire only the death of love's appetite? Or does he also 
desire death itself? The Duke appears to want both, since he is clearly 
fascinated with death-"That strain again , it had a dying fall" (1.i.4)-
and since a pattern of love leading to death continues throughout. the 
first scene of the play. Not only is Orsino's love object a figure of 
death, but she is also associated with his own death, as if his fate will 
somehow mirror Actaeon's. For when Orsino first gazed at Olivia, 
That instant was I turn'd into a hart, 
And my desires, like fell and cruel hounds, 
E'er since pursue me. (I.i.22-24) 
This equation between love and death occurs again just before Orsino 
leaves the stage. After Valentine reports that Olivia has refused the 
Duke's suit, for reasons much concerned with death, Orsino is 
curiously energized, as if a denial were what he really wanted. The 
obstruction caused by her indifference heightens his passion, and so 
he departs to do a strange thing: "Away before me to sweet beds of 
flowers! I Love thoughts lie rich when canopied with bowers" (I.i.40-41). 
Since flower beds are not canopied, what does Orsino mean? A 
moment's reflection, appropriate for the end of a scene, reveals that 
the Duke is about to lie down in beds of flowers so that they cover 
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him, the better to enjoy his passion. This action, of course, is at once 
highly romantic and an image of death, of the time when Orsino will 
lie motionless forever, first covered with the flowers of mourning, and 
then covered, each year, with the flowers of the field. 
Flowers form a sweet obstruction between Orsino and his 
beloved. The Duke's need for barriers explains the distance he puts 
between himself and Olivia, his use of go-betweens, and his general 
isolat ion. The final obstruction, however, is death. In De Rougement's 
view, eros is secretly opposed to life: by definition, it is boundless 
desire seeking its own annihilation (61-66). 
De Rougement traces the glorification of passion to Manichaeism: 
our divine souls yearn to break free from imprisonment in earthly clay 
and ascend to the light and beauty of higher forms beyond the dark 
limits of this world. Elizabethans, of course, were not Manichaeans, 
but they did have some acquaintance with the conventions of courtly 
love, the medieval counterpart of Manichaeism, and, perhaps more 
important, they were well aware of the imperfections inherent in a 
flawed and fallen world in which "the rain it raineth every day," and in 
which the sight of a beautiful woman can seem a kind of deliverance, 
"O, when mine eyes did see Olivia first, I Methought she purg'd the air 
of pestilence" (I.i.19-20). 
Orsino feels that nothing in this corrupt world except Olivia can 
satisfy his deepest longings. Even the music that once pleased pleases 
no longer: ''T'is not so sweet now as it was before" (I.i.8). Life cheats 
us, or so Orsino thinks, because of a fundamental mismatch between 
our capacities and our surroundings. Thus, even our capacity to love 
is imagined as a vast sewer because objects not good enough for it 
continually pour in, however highly prized they seemed at first glance. 
Such a view barely hides the wish to die and leave the rubble of this 
world behind. 
Olivia's connection with death has been more generally rec-
ognized. Like Orsino, she is secretly in love with death and seems to 
have been imagined by Shakespeare as the Duke's feminine counter-
part, for their basic motivations are identical. Orsino, though young 
and vigorous, recoils from a world that seems incapable of satisfying 
his desires, while Olivia rejects the life and love this fallen world has 
to offer, preferring instead the ideal, pre-sexual love of a dead 
brother. 
While Orsino is in part a figure of fun-why should a healthy 
young male be obsessed with death?-the same is not true for Olivia. 
To see why, we need only put ourselves in her place. If you had lost a 
beloved father and then an even more beloved brother, both within a 
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year's time, how would you feel? Like the Duke, Olivia deals in 
obstructions-her "cloistered" house, her chamber, her veil-all meant 
to deny the outside world and thus heighten her passion for the dead. 
The end of such sentiments is not life but death itself, as Sir Toby 
shrewdly recognizes, "What a plague means my niece to take the 
death of her brother thus? I am sure care's an enemy to life" (I.iii.1-3). 
The youth and vigor of these two young people, together with our 
knowledge that they are basically ready for mature sexual love, cause 
us to expect that the play will lead them to shed their extreme 
melancholy in favor of a more wholesome view of life and love, despite 
the fallen world in which we live. Always the optimist, Shakespeare 
admits the potential seriousness of their self-imposed traps but sees 
ways in which melancholy and death can be avoided. 
Olivia is cured when Viola sets Olivia's love of barriers against 
itself. As a result, obstacles become enemies to Olivia's newly kindled 
desire to possess Cesario, body and soul. The speech that does the 
trick is right out of the book of courtly love: 
Olivia. Why, what would you? 
Viola. Make me a willow cabin at your gate, 
And call upon my soul within your house; 
Write loyal cantons of contemned love, 
And sing them loud even in the dead of night. 
Halloo your name to the reverberate hills, 
And make the babbling gossip of the air 
Cry out, 'Olivia!' 0 , you should not rest 
Between the elements of air and earth, 
But you should pity me. 
Olivia. You might do much. (I.v.272-80) 
Viola's set piece, a sample not only of courtly rhetoric but also of 
Orsino's sentiments, stresses distance and obstruction. Olivia stays in 
her house while Cesario lives in a cabin built of willow, the emblem of 
sorrowful, unrequited love, a love that can find expression only 
through song, not through intimacy. Only the hills and empty air 
directly receive Cesario's cries, which return to Olivia secondhand, 
mere echoes once removed from the thing itself. Olivia's response, 
"You might do much," already seems to mean, "You might do more," 
and it discloses her need to bridge the gap and cut through the 
barriers that separate her from Cesario. Thus, the ring that Malvolio 
"returns" to Viola represents Olivia's wish for intimacy and union, and 
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her disavowal of barriers and obstructions in favor of life and the 
consummation of desire. A sterile and life-denying passion for the 
dead has been replaced by a hot-blooded desire for contact. There-
fore, eros has been rechanneled and no longer seeks physical death 
directly but the "little death" of sexual climax. 
After discovering Olivia's passion, Viola naturally becomes even 
more distant than before. The next time they meet, Viola refuses 
Olivia's hand, either bowing or kneeling to her instead, and insists on 
her status as a once-removed servant to, not a suitor for, Olivia. 
Viola's attempt to turn the discussion to the merits of Orsino, together 
with her baffling, frustrating word play, only increases and heightens 
Olivia's desire, until Olivia finally confesses her love for Cesario openly: 
Cesario, by the roses of the spring, 
By maidenhood, honor, truth, and every thing, 
I love thee so, that maugre all thy pride, 
Nor wit nor reason can my passion hide. ( III.i.152-55) 
This uninhibited declaration of love is important because it shows 
that Olivia wants no part of the secret suffering of hidden passion; she 
leaps over such barriers as modesty, custom, and the fear of disdain 
because secret suffering is no longer valued but intolerable. Thus, 
noble suffering for a worthy cause-fidelity to the memory of her 
brother-gives way to the desire for union with Cesario. In short, her 
passion has been de-intellectualized and separated from the need for 
constancy to a dead ideal, from fears about adult sexuality, and from 
worries about the imperfections of this world. 
Orsino is brought back to health by learning the value of 
friendship. De Rougement argues that passion is essent ially selfish 
and that it needs to be contained by agape, or Christian love (311-
315). In its secularized form, agape is true friendship or concern for 
others, whether or not that concern is reciprocated. Most critics 
would agree, I think, that Orsino is self-absorbed at the start of 
Twelfth Night. Unlike Sebastian, the Duke does not inspire friendship, 
and he does not suffer fools gladly, even when they give good counsel, 
as a friend should. When Feste hints that Orsino does not know the 
difference between pleasure and pain (II.iv.67-69) , the Duke curtly 
dismisses him, along with the rest of the court, rather than squarely 
face the music: the song Orsino heard last night and again moments 
ago is not at all about the "innocence of love," and its effect is not to 
alleviate love melancholy. Instead, it is about a lover's yearning for 
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death, and, like the music that opens the play, this "old and antique 
song" heightens Orsino's sweet suffering.2 
Partly to draw Orsino out of his constant preoccupation with 
himself, Viola makes up the story of her father 's daughter's untold 
love, as a result of which "She sate like Patience on a monument, I 
Smiling at grief' (Il.iv.114-15). Orsino's response-"But died thy sister 
of her love, my boy?" (II.iv.120)-is profoundly ambiguous, yet a first 
step away from the love illness of Illyra and a movement towards 
health. On the one hand, the Duke's question reveals once more the 
fascination with death that lurks at the heart of his purposeful 
pursuit of unrequited love. On the other hand, for the first time in the 
play, Orsino shows interest in someone else besides himself and in 
something other than his own carefully savored and anatomized 
emotions.3 
This change seems to have occurred because Viola has become 
Orsino's best and only friend, though he does not as yet acknowledge 
it. She has cut through the Duke's self-imposed isolation-a change 
that does not escape the notice of Valentine (I.iv.1-4)-by playing the 
part of a good listener and sympathetic confidant, sitting like Patience 
on a monument while Orsino unclasps the book of his secret soul. 
The effect of Viola's friendship .is evident as the play nears its end. 
At the start of Act V, Orsino's manner with Feste is free and open, 
and, significantly, their exchange centers on friendship and self-
knowledge (V.i.11-25). Moreover, the Duke has left his claustrophobic 
palace in favor of the open air and has decided to woo Olivia in 
person. This decision to meet with Olivia face to face effectively ends 
his passion for her, so when she refuses him, as, at some level, he 
knows she will, the issue before the audience is whether friendship 
will contain his passion for revenge: 
Why should I not, had I the heart to do it, 
Like to th' Egyptian thief at point of death, 
Kill what I love?-a savage jealousy 
That sometimes savours nobly. But hear me this: 
Since you to non-regardance cast my faith, 
And that I partly know the instrument 
That screws me from my true place in your favors, 
Live you the marble-breasted tyrant still. 
But this your minion, whom I know you fove, 
And whom, by heaven, I swear I tender dearly, 
Him will I tear out of that cruel eye 
Where he sits crowned in his master's spite. 
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Corne, boy, with me; my thoughts are ripe in mischief: 
I'll sacrifice the lamb that I do love, 
To spite a raven's heart within a dove. (V.i.115-29) 
Orsino's threats are undermined by their hyperbolic tone and by the 
opening line of his speech.4 He does not-if he ever did-have the 
heart to kill ·his love-more properly Viola than Olivia, as he himself 
implies-and his sentiments are expressed in the language of what we 
today would call rnelodrarna-"rnarble-breasted tyrant," "minion," 
"cruel eye," "ripe in mischief," "raven's heart," and so forth. True 
friendship, like love, does not really alter when it alteration finds. It 
merely blows off steam. In effect, then, friendship, a kind oflove, has 
obstruct ed passion, a clear reversal from the opening of the play, 
when passion ruled Orsino and obstructed his advance toward 
mature sexual love. 
Despite our assurance that Orsino will not carry out his threats, 
they are psychologically revealing. He never even entertains the notion 
of killing himself, and his desire to kill Olivia easily passes: she is no 
longer an ideal worth dying for-or with. Instead, Orsino focuses on 
Viola. Killing her would undo all that has been accomplished so far 
and put both Olivia and Orsino back where they were at the start of 
the play-in love with death. Indeed, Orsino's threat to Olivia is 
particularly diabolical-not only would Viola die, but Olivia would, for 
the third time, be thrust into mourning for a cherished loved one, a 
situation from which she might never recover. By not carrying out his 
nefarious scheme, Orsino gains a double victory. First, he has 
conquered his own love of death; and, second, he has shown himself a 
true friend to both Olivia and Viola. Though having the power to hurt, 
he does none, and he does not do the thing he most does show. 
The development of Olivia and Orsino suggest that young adults 
are ready for marriage when each partner possesses two key 
attributes: naked desire for, and friendship with, the other partner. 
Olivia certainly evinces naked passion when.she marches Sebastian to 
the altar, and our knowledge of Sebastian's masculinity, his many 
virtues, and his free, open nature convinces us that this couple will be 
not only good lovers but good friends. When all is explained, the 
closeness between Viola and Orsino is easily reestablished, and when 
the Duke asks to see Viola in ''woman's weeds" (actually, he asks 
twice), we know that desire as well as friendship will also characterize 
this relationship. 
The link between passion and death, however, has not been 
defeated, only temporarily overcome. To see why, we need to turn 
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briefly to the subplot and to its merger, at the end of the play, with 
the main plot. William Empson and A. P. Rossiter warn us that no 
simple one-to-one correspondence between double plots can be 
expected in sophisticated Renaissance plays, and Twelfth Night is no 
exception. It might be argued for example, that Olivia's household is a 
psychological reflection of her. While upstairs is devoted to the 
passionate pursuit of death, downstairs is brimming with life and 
vitality that cannot be denied. In this scheme of things, Malvolio 
becomes the censor caught in the middle and finally expelled. 
No doubt other significant comparisons exist between the main 
plot and the subplot, but I think the contrasts are most important: 
unlike Olivia and Orsino, Sir Toby, Feste, and Maria do not secretly 
embrace death; instead, they fight against it. The figure of death in the 
subplot is Malvolio, whose function is constantly to obstruct their 
energy, passion, and zestful pursuit of life. Malvolio defines himself for 
us the first time he speaks in the play: 
Olivia. What think you of this fool, Malvolio, 
doth he not mend? 
Malvolio. Yes, and shall do, till the pangs of 
Clown. 
death shake him. Infirmity, that decays the 
wise, doth ever make the better fool. 
God send you, sir, a speedy infirmity, 
for the better increasing your folly. (l.v. 71-77) 
Literally, Feste and Malvolio are engaged in a life and death struggle 
that reaches its height when the fool torments Malvolio in the dark 
house, a futile attempt to make death die so that the party will go on 
forever. Feste realizes early on that at the bottom of Malvolio's ill will 
is the secret wish for death, not for himself, but for everyone else. 
That is why he takes such pleasure in enforcing "respect of place," 
"persons," and "time" (II.iii.92-93). Perfect order comes only in death, 
when all life and motion cease forever . Thus, Malvolio is the psycho-
logical double of Olivia and Orsino; whereas they are in love with 
death, Malvolio is in love with himself. Whereas Olivia and Orsino 
erect barriers for themselves, Malvolio erects barriers for others. 
Moreover, Malvolio hates obstacles when they affect him, whether 
"M. 0. A. I." or cross-gartering, which "does make some obstruction in 
the blood" (III.iv.19-20). When Malvolio's passion for Olivia, such as it 
is, finally explodes, Shakespeare gives us a chance to laugh at death 
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by presenting a hilarious reflection of the central concern of the play: 
death is in love! 
This hasty detour into the subplot helps us understand better the 
bittersweet quality of the conclusion to Twelfth Night. G. K. Hunter is 
exactly right to feel that the "happiness of the lovers would seem t o 
have been bought at a price which excludes Malvolio" (99). Death has 
been kicked out of the party, but he vows to return and be revenged 
on everybody. Malvolio's outburst invites us to look at the future, after 
the marriages of the lovers, when the fatal link between passion and 
death can again do great harm, as De Rougemont takes pains to point · 
out. And even if that difficulty is overcome, Malvolio will still get his 
revenge, for "Death, as the Psalmist saith, is certain to all, all shall die" 
(2 Henry TV, III.ii.36-38).5 
Thus, "I'll be revenge'd on the whole pack of you!" (V.i.377) is no 
empty threat. It's a promise. 
NOTES 
1 All quotations are from the Arden Twelfth Night. 
2Alan S. Downer argues, "from the striking difference between the song as 
anticipated and the song as sung, Feste seems to have been mocking, indirectly, 
the Duke's passion" (102). But if, as I argue, the songs are the same, then II. iv is a 
notable example of how Orsino's passion really masks a love of death. In fact , the 
song's t it le hints at the play's theme: "Come Away, Come Away, Death." 
3Kenneth Muir thinks that Orsino is drawn out of himself a bit earlier-in II, 
iv, 11. 35-38 (96), but the Duke's response here seems only a set piece on women, 
not a real sign of interest in Viola. 
4W. I. D. Scott also notes "the patent insincerity of the language" in V, i, 
11. 115-29 (55). 
5This quotation is from the Arden Henry IV, Part 2. 
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"HERE IS MY SPACE": THE PRIVATE MODE IN 
DONNE'S POETRY AND SHAKESPEARE'S 
ANTONY AND CLEOPATRA 
John S. Tanner* 
ABSTRACT. Although they are contemporaries, Shakespeare and Donne left few 
clues as to the nature of the relationship they may have shared. Nevertheless, 
many critics have speculated about the influence of Donne upon Shakespeare's 
early non-dramatic poetry, and some have detected the influence of Shakespeare's 
early plays upon Donne's Songs and Sonnets. No one, however, has looked at t he 
similarities between Antony and Cleopatra (a relatively late play) and Donne's 
metaphysical style. Yet there are several remarkable similarit ies: both are 
conspicuously paradoxical, ironic, and hyperbolic; both contrast what Earl Miner 
calls the metaphysical "private mode" against a public sphere; and both repeatedly 
inscribe this tension between public and private spheres in the language of empire. 
By comparing Shakespeare's Antony to a Donnean lover, I suggest another context 
in which to read the play and at the same time measure more precisely the 
differences between a poetic playwright (Shakespeare) and a dramatic poet 
(Donne). 
Index descriptors: Shakepeare, Donne, Antony and Cleopatra, metaphysical 
poetry. 
William Shakespeare and John Donne were separated in age by a 
mere eight years and in physical proximity by at times, doubtless, 
even fewer city blocks. Yet one searches in vain for unmistakable 
allusions by Shakespeare or Donne to each other's work or for any 
hard historical evidence of their mutual acquaintance. Given the 
likelihood, however, that Donne would have seen Shakespeare's plays 
and the possibility that Shakespeare might have read manuscript 
copies of Donne's poems, it is tempting to speculate about possible 
influences (or anxiety of influence) between these famous contem-
poraries-and a handful of critics have done so.1 My purpose, 
however, in comparing Antony and Cleopatra with Donne's love 
poetry is not to argue for certain influence, ever a dubious enterprise. 
It is, rather, to heighten critical appreciation of both poets by 
situating Anthony and Cleopatra in Donne's line of wit generally, and 
more specifically by measuring the similarities and differences between 
Shakespeare's Antony and speakers in Donne's erotic poetry. 
*English Department, Brigham Young University, Provo, UT 84602. 
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When these comparisons are made, several points emerge-most 
of them suggesting that Shakespeare was capable of exploiting prominent 
features of the metaphysical style while refashioning them into a 
whole at once critical of and even more paradoxical than Donne's. In 
comparison to Shakespeare's play, Donne's verse appears far less truly 
"dramatic" than it is often thought to be. In comparison to Donne's 
poetry, Shakespeare's play seems much more "metaphysical" than has 
ever been acknowledged, for the play polarizes and surmounts the 
world in a manner similar to that evident in Donne's love poetry-
that is, in a manner characterized by hyperbole, paradox, and the 
private mode. But where Donne indulges his lovers' hyperbolic claims 
that they constitute autonomous worlds, Shakespeare subjects his 
lovers' lyric outbursts to the constraints of an informing dramatic 
context. 
The Case for Acquaintance 
Though not essential to my argument, it is useful to recall the 
conjectural case that Donne and Shakespeare knew each other, 
professionally through their art or perhaps personally. Both writers 
inhabited the same small world of literary London;2 both shared a 
mutual literary friend in Ben Jonson; both sought patronage from the 
court and shared familiarity with the circles of Essex and the 
Pembroke family (Richmond 128-29); and both responded to similar 
literary currents (such as Petrarchanism). Moreover, the young Jack 
Donne is known to have resided among the wits at the Inns of Court 
precisely when Shakespeare's plays were being staged there. Further, a 
contemporary observer, Richard Baker, specifically remembers Jack 
Donne to have been a "great frequenter of Playes," as well as a "great 
visiter of the Ladies" (Bald 72). It would be virtually impossible for an 
avid theatregoer studying at the Inns of Court to miss seeing plays 
written by Shakespeare, who already in 1592 had attracted notice as 
an "upstart Crow" and "onley Shake-scene in a countrey," (Robert 
Green, Groats-worth of Wit, reprinted in Riverside Edition 1835). 
For this reason it is all the more startling that Patrick Cruttwell, 
after summarizing this conjectural case in The Shakespearean 
Moment, can adduce only a couple of allusions by Donne to any stage 
verse and none to Shakespeare ( 41-42).3 Richard Barbieri only calls 
attention to the embarrassing paucity of evidence when he suggests 
that the phrasing of a brief passage in the Devotions echoes the 
language of the deposition scene from Richard 2, which Donne might 
have witnessed in its famous mounting for Essex.4 
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Yet despite the absence of specific borrowings from actual 
Elizabethan plays, most critics share Cruttwell's supposition that "a 
deep and lively experience of the theatre" forms "the basis for what is 
dramatic in Donne" ( 42). J. B. Leishman's analogies connecting 
Donne's voice to that of Richard II and Hamlet ( 44-48, 274) speak 
tellingly to the histrionic, self-dramatizing, self-absorbed quality of the 
speaker in many of Donne's poems. Donne frequently sounds like a 
character who has been lifted out of a play. Richmond even suggests 
that Shakespeare's complex plots necessarily provide the original 
situational frame within which Donne's characteristic personalities 
are first drafted as plausible psychologies (137-38). The theatricality 
of Donne's verse seems to bear out T. S. Eliot's supposition that "the 
poets of the seventeenth century [are] the successors of the dram-
atists of the sixteenth."5 
If Donne knew Shakespeare's work, it is similarly possible 
(though not provable) that Shakespeare had seen manuscript texts 
of some of Donne's poems. After all, judging from their manuscript 
history, Donne's love poems appear to have been popular-though it 
is unclear how widely Donne's erotic poetry was known when 
Shakespeare was writing. 6 Richmond argues for extensive situational 
and verbal echoes between several early Shakespearean plays and 
Donne's Sorigs and Sonnets (Richmond passim), and Cruttwell feels 
the "Anniversaries" are linked to Shakespeare's last plays by "a certain 
'removal' from the world" and an air of "renunciation and a re-
ordering which prepare for a new vision" (73). Perhaps. But neither 
claim can be more than conjecture if taken as a statement about 
actual influence. Until further evidence appears, mutual knowledge 
between Shakespeare and Donne of each other's work remains only a 
plausible suppostion. 
Antony and Cleopatra and Donne's Paradoxical Style 
In the absence of new solid evidence, it seems a futile enterprise 
to argue for clear currents of influence running from one poet to the 
other. Still, we inevitably compare these figures, and the exercise can 
yield sharper appreciation for the practices of both-who do, after all, 
share a common world. But what point of comparison is fruitful? 
Richmond discusses the early comedies, Cruttwell mentions the tragi-
comedies-neither with much real success in bringing Donne and 
Shakespeare into a single perspective. The play that strikes me as 
uniquely comparable to Donne's poetry, however, is Antony and 
Cleopatra. Like Donne's poems, this particular play is woven out of a 
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tissue of hyperbole and paradox; so much so that Janet Adelman 
avers "The structure of Antony and Cleopatra is the structure of 
paradox and hyperbole themselves" (113). To read the play is to 
encounter at every level-from its dramatic structure to its poetic 
texture-mighty opposites yoked forcibly together. The drama requires 
us to regard its protagonists as living oxymorons: to see that Antony, 
"Though he be painted one way like a Gorgon I The other way's a 
Mars" (II.v. 116-17); and that Cleopatra, though from one vantage 
only a tawdry strumpet, is from another an ever renewing goddess, 
"wrinkled deep in time" (I.v. 29).7 
No mere summary can convey the ubiquity of paradox in the 
play. However, the final lines from Enobarbus' famous set speech 
typify the way Shakespeare inscribes paradoxical hyperboles into the 
play's finest lyricism just as he does into its structure:8 
Age cannot wither her, nor custom stale 
Her infinite variety. Other women cloy 
The appetites they feed, but she makes hungry 
Where most she satisfies; for vildest things 
Become themselves in her, that the holy priests 
Bless her when she is riggish. (II.ii. 234-39) 
This speech joins in a single vision contrarieties such as age and youth 
("Age cannot wither her"), satiety and hunger ("Other women cloy ... but 
she makes hungry I Where most she satisfies"), dissolution 
and divinity ("the holy priests I Bless her when she is riggish"). Of 
such a passage it might well be said, as Dr. Johnson remarked of the 
metaphysical style, that "The most heterogeneous ideas are yoked by 
violence together." Only the violence is missing. 
While devices such as exaggeration, hyperbole, discordia concors, 
riddle, and paradox exist outside the metaphysical mode (see Rosalie 
Colie ), they are, nevertheless, central qualities of its wit, as they are of 
the intelligence. behind this particular play. Speaking broadly, then, 
Antony and Cleopatra resembles the metaphysical style because in 
both contraries meet in one. ' 
Antony and Cleopatra and Donne's Private Mode 
And there is more. The0 play's dialectical view of love as a conflict 
between a private and public world also finds a significant analogue 
in the metaphysical style.9 According to Adelman, Antony and 
Cleopatra presents "the spectacle of man making his own imaginative 
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universe in despite of all reality, in despite of hum an limitation .. . 
[as] Tamburlaine, or Richard II, or the lover in Donne's love poetry'' 
(115). I wish to develop this hint at length. 
When, in his opening speech, Antony proclaims: 
Let Rome in Tiber melt, and the wide arch 
Of rang'd empire fall! Here is my space, 
Kingdoms are clay ... 
. . . the nobleness of life 
Is to do thus-when such a mutual pair 
And such twain can do't (I. i. 33-38) 
he both sounds and acts-at least for the moment-very much like 
the speaker in Donne's "The Good Morrow" (though for Antony, real, 
not imagined, kingdoms are very much at stake in such an outburst): 
Let sea-discoverers to new worlds have gone 
Let maps to others, worlds on worlds have shown. 
Let us possess one world, each hath one, and is one. (12-14) 
Both lovers speak in a grandly confident, imperative mood: "Let Rome 
and Tiber melt"; "Let sea-discoverers have gone." Both appose love and 
empire, contemning a larger public world for the lover's private one: 
Rome and empire I my space; new worlds I [our] one world. Both 
attempt to make of one room an everywhere. 
Although such solipsistic claims for a private realm against the 
public world are not exclusive to the metaphysical style, they are 
profoundly expressive of it. In fact, Earl Miner argues that met a-
physical poetry's "most distinctive," "distinguishing," and "crucial" 
feature is its "private mode" (3). Too often we identify Donne's style 
narrowly by its peculiar conceits, even though the metaphysical style 
shares a witty surface with other highly conceited verse forms. Miner 
observes that unlike comparable styles, however, metaphysical poets 
generally, and Donne especially, often reject a public world and 
"retreat into the integrity of the private self" (11); Donne's poems 
disclose speakers extraordinarily committed to private experience as 
the most essential (13); speakers alienated ''from what is repeatedly 
termed the 'world'" (27):· 
Donne's anti-court satires ... and his repeated attribution 
to the lovers of the role of saints or priests opposed to "the 
layetie" show how marked was his insistence that his poems 
turn their backs upon the world (27-28). 
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In fact , more than merely turning their backs on the public sphere (as 
do pastoral poets, who also retreat into a privileged private domain), 
Donne's lovers frequently refuse even to acknowledge any world out-
side. Compared to his love, says Donne, "nothing else is" ("'The Sun Rising"). 
Admittedly, the tension between private and public defines a 
central polarity of much erotic literature quite apart from meta-
physical poetry. In composing Antony and Cleopatra, Shakespeare 
need not have looked to Donne to find lovers bent on turning their 
backs upon the world; this much was in his sources. But it would also 
have been difficult to be oblivious to Donne's lyrics, whose totalizing 
claims for love bear so tellingly upon the play's central polarities. By 
repeatedly imagining his lovers as forming an enclave of value and 
reality apart from the larger world, Donne articulates the extreme 
toward which Antony is pulled. Thus, for Antony to submit to his 
Egyptian side is also to embrace qualities dear to the metaphysical 
lover: paradox, play, imagination, and contempt for public duty 
matched by the celebration of private autonomy. 
Donne's imagery of empire might further bring his verse to mind 
in connection with Antony and Cleopatra. Donne celebrates love's 
private kingdom by appropriating to the erotic valuational language 
of empire. Though rulers not of any actual political dominion (like 
Rome or Egypt) , Donne's lovers are worlds , worlds comparable in 
value to any earthly empires: India, the New World, America, Europe 
and Africa-all are on occasion contracted in the person of a single 
female figure (see "Elegy 19" 27-30, "The First Anniversary" 229-36, 
and "The Second Anniversary" 226-34). In Donne's rhetoric as in 
Shakespeare's play, "world" becomes a crucial iterative term; for both, 
moreover, love's private world consitutes a counterweight to the 
kingdoms of the world. Donne's lovers affirm they need no greater 
worlds for they embody riches beyond those of empire. Go round the 
world on your daily journey, Donne tells the Sun, and 
tell me, 
Whether both th'lndias of spice and mine 
Be where thou left'st them, or lie here with me. 
Ask for those kings whom thou saw'st yesterday, 
And thou shalt hear, All here is one bed lay. 
She is all states, and all princes, I, 
Nothing else is. 
Princes do but play us. 
"The Sun Rising" 
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In Anton y and Cleopatra the emphasis also falls on play. Its 
lovers-here, however, real princes-act as if their game-world were 
real and the real world were game. They live in the world of time-out, 
like Donne, who orders (Donne's personae are always ordering) the 
"busy old fool, unruly sun" to "chide I Late schoolboys and sour 
prentices" and leave the lovers alone, for "Love, all alike, no season 
knows, nor clime, I Nor hours, days, months, which are the rags of 
time" ("The Sun Rising"). On a far grander scale and with far higher 
stakes, Antony and Cleopatra also attempt to live in a realm of 
timelessness. Eternity in their lips (I.ii.35), they disparage time, and 
for business substitute play: "Let's not confound the time with 
conference harsh . . . What sport to-night" (I.i.45, 4 7). 
The difference between Antony and Donne's personae, however, is 
that should the former choose to disregard the "rags of time" and 
neglect the public duties of empire for the private treasures of the 
bedroom, he must pay for his dalliance. Shakespeare refuses to let 
Antony get away with poetic hyperbole. Donne's speakers, on the 
other hand, habitually triumph over the larger world by a turn of wit. 
It is perfectly simple, for example, for Donne to prove the superior 
power of his imaginative world over the external world by noting he 
"could eclipse and cloud" the sun ''with a wink" Shakespeare's plot 
will not let Antony long indulge this same solipsism, for the political 
world inexorably exacts a price for every retreat into a subjective, 
private realm of love. 
By situating Antony's extravagant conceits (such as "Here is my 
space") within a dialectical drama, Shakespeare in effect subjects 
Donne's private mode to devastating ironies. For example, Antony's 
parting sentiments to qleopatra belong to the conventional poetic 
language of love: "thou residing here, goes yet with me; I And I hence 
fleeing, here remain with thee" (I.iii.I 03-04). Allowing for distinct 
differences in tone, Antony's conceit expresses roughly the same sen-
timents found in Donne's famous "Valediction: Forbidding Mourning": 
Our two souls therefore, which are one, 
Though I must go, endure not yet 
A breach, but an expansion, 
Like gold to airy thinness beat. 
Both speakers hold forth the consolation that the lovers' shared 
private space, their single soul, can transcend separation imposed by 
actual distance in space. Antony's later marriage to Octavia, however, 
demonst rates how difficult it is for "dull sublunary lovers" to truly live 
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out the lover's "one soul" conceit. His behavior at the battle of Actium, 
moreover, when his ships flee after Cleopatra's, shows what disaster 
might follow a general tied to a woman whose soul is so utterly 
lacking in the "firmness" that might make his course ') ust." 
In Antony and Cleopatra, poetic discourse exists in tension with 
dramatic action: "The stage action presents us with one version of the 
facts ," Adelman observes, "the poetry another" (103). Out of such 
discrepancies between poetry and action, Shakespeare fashions his 
play, one of whose effects is to call into question love's hyperboles. 
Thus, far from constituting a metaphysical poem translated into 
theatrical terms, Antony and Cleopatra might well serve as an 
antidote to the excesses of the metaphysical mode. 
Yet Shakespeare does not simply expose his lovers' conceits as 
false. That would be easy enough-but untrue to their larger validity. 
Rather, the play offers a remarkable blend of affirmation and doubt, 
of myth and realism. What is more, Antony and Cleopatra shares this 
sophisticated stance towards love's hyperboles with Donne, whose 
outrageous claims are often patently tongue-in-cheek Each author 
assumes a posture which simultaneously enjoins both skepticism and 
belief in its own poetic exaggeration, an urbane attitude we have 
come to associate with the metaphysical style's tough lyric grace. 
To illustrate, compare Antony and Cleopatra to "The Canonization" 
with respect to the notion of the lovers as mythologized ideals. Both 
Shakespeare and Donne secure our belief in the lovers' transcendence 
by grafting idealization onto skepticism. Through Enobarbus and a 
host of other commentators, Shakespeare introduces an explicitly 
reductive view of the lovers (as if their own actions are not enough). 
Then he offers purple passages that apotheosize them-one in the 
mouth of the most consistently skeptical voice in the play, that of 
Enobarbus (II.ii. 190 ff.). As Antony and Cleopatra draw toward their 
deaths, Shakespeare's accent falls ever more upon the mythic quality 
of the oh-so-human lovers. Despite the flaws we have witnessed first 
hand, soaring poetry lifts them at their deaths above their mundane 
circumstances until they surpass Dido and Aeneas as mythic patterns 
of tragic love (IV.xiv.51-54). It is the distinctive quality of this play to 
constantly invite wonder while it courts contempt. 
Similarly in "The Canonization," Donne gives us a speaker who, 
like Enobarbus, is urbane enough to see through the conventional 
hyperboles of love: 
Alas, alas, who's injured my love? 
What merchant's ships have my sighs drowned? 
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Who says my tears have overflowed his ground? 
When did the heats which my veins fill 
Add one man to the plaguy bill? 
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Then, having secured our confidence in his speaker as a tough-
minded realist, Donne has the same speaker present himself and his 
lover as the canonized saints and pattern of idealized love. In both 
instances, the writers affirm transcendence within a discourse of 
skepticism and urbanity-a rare combination indeed.10 
Antony and Cleopatra and Donne's Dramatic Style 
Yet finally Shakespeare is far more m ultivocal than is Donne. For 
the one is, after all, a poetic playwright-the other, a dramatic poet. 
Donne puts aspects of himself on stage; Shakespeare peoples the 
stage with a world of characters. This difference is decisive. As a poet 
Donne is far more sujective and committed to all his 
speakers ' attitudes than Shakespeare .... The lyricist 
perhaps inevitably identifies himself more deeply and less 
critically with his personae than the dramatist. (Richmond 
139) 
True, Donne constantly imagines reactions by other characters in 
dramatic twists and turns of his verse, but Donne's personae always 
have the last word (cf. "The Flea"). Indeed, rarely can a voice 
demonstrably not that of a Donne alter-ego actually be heard in 
Donne's verse11 (as it often can in Herbert's dramatic poetry): "The 
woman .. . addressed, or God, is seldom given anything to say" (Miner 
29). And never does an outside voice succeed in getting the best of 
Donne's poetic voice. Generally, Donne's personae so completely 
dominate every dramatic situation that they cannot be outflanked; 
hence, most of his love poetry excludes the tragic. 12 Donne's poems 
are dramatic, but their mode is that of soliloquy. They may draw upon 
the resources of the stage, but they themselves anticipate the 
development of Browning's dramatic monologues. 
Shakespeare is never so univocal. As a dramatist first and 
foremost, Shakespeare cannot afford to be too committ~d to any 
single point of view, for the essence of his art is conflict between fully 
realized characters. An ability to feel one's way into differing 
characters is required of any dramatist. Yet even more than other 
playwrights, Shakespeare has an extraordinary capacity to confer 
426 TANNER 
autonomy upon his characters while he disappears by means of what 
Keats called "negative capability." One consequence of Shakespeare's 
dramatic impulses is that individual lyrical passages become tested 
and evaluated by dialectical counter sentiments.13 Examples from 
throughout the canon are legion. 14 What Norman Rabkin has termed 
Shakespeare's "complementarity" may indeed constitute the funda-
mental pattern of his t hought .15 In A n tony and Cleopatra, this 
characteristic Shakespearean multivocality can be seen in the pitting 
of poetry against dramatic action and in the sharply contrasting 
views various speakers take of the two lovers. 
In view of this difference between the dramatic art of Shakespeare 
and Donne, we ought to modify t he critical commonplace that Donne 
is a dramatic poet. He is dramatic, but his t heatre is one not of 
dialogue but of soliloquy-or in Donne's own phrase, the "dialogue of 
one" ("The Ecstasy").16 This difference emerges quite clearly when we 
place any of Donne's speakers beside Shakespeare's Antony whose 
utterances, however, conceited, are consistently subjected to the 
informing context of an entire play. 
In summary, the historical evidence that Shakespeare and Donne 
knew each other is circumstantial but suggestive. The record of their 
work, though also inconclusive, is again suggestive, especially relative 
to Antony and Cleopatra. I do not insist that Shakespeare wrote 
Antony and Cleopatra with Donne specifically in mind, nor that the 
play is a metaphysical drama. My argument is more modest and 
exploratory than this. I propose, simply, that both Antony and his 
play share certain heretofore unrecognized affinities with the meta-
physical style and that the play, therefore, provides a good place to 
compare the artistry of Shakespeare and Donne. Such a comparison 
reveals that these contemporaries exploit the resources of paradox 
and the private mode in remarkably similar ways. Yet the comparison 
also discloses the limitations of Donne's dramatic sensibility: his is an 
egoistic theatre, one in which the author's personae regularly outma-
n uever any implied respondent, one in which the superiority and self-
sufficiency of love's private sphere is rarely seriously challenged, as it 
is in Antony and Cleopatra. 
If in his verse Donne can thumb his nose at the world with an 
impunity denied to Antony, in real life Donne himself is not so 
invulnerable. Though no cold-blooded Caesar moves in to wrest the 
world from Donne, he nevertheless seems to have paid dearly for his 
choice of love over duty when he announced his marriage to Ann 
More. It is one thing to affirm "Here is my space" or "Shine here to us 
[ 0 Sun], and thou art everywhere; I This bed thy centre is, these 
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walls, thy sphere" ("The Sun Rising" 29-30). It is another thing to have 
the walls of one's room made one's everywhere. Dismissed from his 
post with Sir Thomas Egerton, imprisoned in the Fleet, Donne may 
have rethought the confident lines:17 
She's all states, and all princes I, 
Nothing else is. 
Princes do but play us; compared to this, 
All honour's mimic; all wealth alchemy. 
For a time, love seems to have cost Donne wealth, honor, and a place 
in the state no less than it did Shakespeare's Antony.18 
NOTES 
1See especially Barbieri, Branscomb, Cruttwell, Ferry, Leishman, and Richmond. 
The dating of Donne's Songs and Sonnets is, of course, notoriously difficult. 
2Though London was many times bigger than any other English town, it was 
still quite small in real terms. Bevington estimates London's turn of the century 
population stood at one hundred thousand within the city limits and another one 
hundred thousand in the suburbs ("General Introduction," The Complete Works of 
Shakespeare 4). In his Life of John Milton, A. N. Wilson says, more precisely, that 
the greater London had a population of 220,000 in the year 1600. ( 1) . 
3Several people have, consequently, challenged Cruttwell's position. The most 
important is probably Victor Harris, who argues that 'there is suprisingly lit tle 
evidence, whether early of late, of any serious taste for the theatre, much less any 
commitment to it" in Donne's writing (261); in his sermons, moreover, Donne is 
positively hostile to the theatre (257-69). See Barbieri (58) for a more recent 
summary of the debate about Donne and the theatre. 
4More convincing are studies treating qualitative similarities between Donne's 
lyrics and Shakespeare's sonnets (such as those by Anne Ferry, All in War with 
Time and The Inward Language) and H. M. Richmond's article arguing for 
detailed parallels of situation and conceit (rather than specific language) between 
many of the early plays and the Songs and Sonnets. 
5Eliot's remark from TLS, 20 October 1921 , has been reprinted in, among other 
places Frank Kermode's Discussions of John Donne ( 42-4 7). Apart from drama, 
there are lyric sources upon which Donne's verse may draw, such as the verse of 
Wyatt and Sidney, not to mention Petrarch; and of the medieval "dramatic" as 
opposed to "song" lyric. (This distinction is Stephen Manning's [35-55 ]). 
6If we follow Dame Gardner's conjecture that the lyrics derive from two 
separate periods, one before 1598 and the other between 1607 and 1614, then 
some of the poems I discuss could not possibly have been known to Shakespeare 
when he composed Antony and Cleapatra (xl vii ff.-see especially 1 vii-lx). 
Gardner's dating, however, is suspect. If we follow John Shawcross' chronology, 
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which dates the Songs and Sonnets between 1593 and 1601, then it is possible that 
Shakespeare might have read the poems I mention at least by his mid career 
("Chronology" 411, 416-17). It should be noted, however, that none of the Group 1 
manuscripts of the poems is earlier than 1614 (personal interview with John T. 
Shawcross, 20 June 1985). Therefore we cannot be sure that Shakespeare could 
have read the poems before he retired from the stage. 
7 All references to Antony and Cleopatra are made to The Riverside 
Shakespeare; those to Donne are made to John Donne: The Complete English 
Poems. 
8Although most of Enobarbus' speech is lifted from Plutarch, these para-doxes 
are Shakespeare's own contribution. Shakespeare, not his source, confers an 
oxymoronic quality upon Cleopatra. 
9See Thomas McFarland's article in The Yale Review for a competent 
exposition of the play's theme as the conflict between public duty and private love. 
10"The Broken Heart" follows this same pattern: it begins in skepticism about 
constancy in love and ends in affirmation. 
11An exception to this pattern occurs in "The Indifferent." In the final stanza 
another speaker, Venus, responds to Donne. Another instance of Donne's creating 
a voice for a persona that cannot be an alter ego occurs in "Break of Day," whose 
speaker is a woman. 
12There are exceptions, where Donne's personae seems genuinely vulnerable: 
"A Fever, " "The Blossom," and ''The Dissolution." 
13Shakespeare's dialectical habits of mind have deep roots in English drama as 
Joel Altman has shown in his illuminating tracing of Tudor drama's origins back to 
debate traditions (see The Tudor Play of Mind). 
14For example, both the proposition and the counter-proposition that love can 
wound are affirmed in As You Like It: "If my eyes can wound," says Phebe to the 
hapless and hopeless Silvius, "now let them kill thee" (IIl.v. 16), thereby ridiculing a 
standard lover's trope. But just a few minutes later, Phebe discovers that she 
herself has been wounded by love's darts, though she could never show "the 
cicatrice and capable impressure" of the wound (111.v.23). Similarly, in Richard 2 
old Gaunt comforts his banished son with a speech which, detached from context, 
might sweep us up in the high sentiments of its stoical injunction to Bollingbroke 
to think he has banished the King (I.iii.275-93) . But Bollingbroke immediately 
counters with cynical realism: "O, who can hold the fire in his hand I By thinking 
on the frosty Caucasus" (l.iii.394-95). And so it goes. 
15Rabkin applies his notion of Shakespearean "complementarity'' to a large 
number of plays in Shakespeare and the Common Understanding, including 
Antony and Cleopatra (194-88). Rabkin's approach to the play is corroborated by 
Adelman's much fuller discussion. In Shakespeare and the Problem of Meaning, 
Rabkin refines his earlier approach, speaking now of Shakespearean "multi-
valence" and bringing this notion to bear on still other plays. 
16A recent book by Patricia Garland Pinka that borrows this phrase for its title 
engages in just this sort of needful clarification about the meaning of "dramatic" as 
it applies to Donne ( 1-26). 
THE PRIVATE MODE 429 
17This is assuming that Donne had in fact written the poem prior to 1601. 
181 would like to thank John T. Shawcross and Nan 0. Grass who read earlier 
manuscripts and kept me from many errors. What faults remain are mine alone. 
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THE LANGUAGE OF MACBETH: A COMPARISON 
OF SHAKESPEARE'S AND DA VENANT'S VERSIONS 
Bruce W. Young* 
ABSTRACT. In general, Davenant's adaptation of Macbeth stays very close to the 
original, yet subtle differences in word choice, sentence structure, idiom, and 
phrasing indicate that Davenant thought some of Shakespeare's language obscure 
or inelegant. Differences between the two versions include the greater frequency of 
archaic words in Shakespeare, his use of uncommon word forms (verbal nouns 
and adjectives, nouns used as verbs, unusual compounds, etc.), Davenant's 
omission of "unpoetic" words (such as "beard," "stool," "knife," and "chickens"), and 
his tendency to substitute tamer and more general language for Shakespeare's. 
Shakespeare's language is more vigorous and concrete and, with its exclamations, 
questions, fragments, and interruptions, is closer to speech than Davenant's. 
Further, it uses more metaphor and wordplay: puns, repetition, simile, person-
ification, and so on. 
Davenant's aim, shared by other Restoration writers, was apparently to clar ify 
and refine Shakespeare's language. And indeed that language is sometimes rough 
and obscure. Yet in Macbeth, Shakespeare almost always uses complexity and 
compression of language to accomplish dramat ic purposes: primarily to reveal the 
tortured and confused state of Macbeth's and other characters' minds. Even the 
passages of highly formal artistry serve a dramatic purpose as part of Macbeth's 
and his wife's efforts , finally unsuccessful, to deceive. The play thus reveals t hat 
Shakespeare's concern is not with verbal artistry for its own sake. Instead, he 
makes language part of a dramatic structure and uses it to convey a vision of 
human life and character. In order to do so, he has created a language that 
cannot be contained within the bounds into which Davenant would put it. 
Index descriptors: adaptations, Restoration, Sir William Davenant, language, 
Macbeth, William Shakespeare. 
Sir William Davenant, reputed by some to be the offspring of 
William Shakespeare, was certainly a preserver of some aspects of t he 
Shakespearean dramatic tradition.1 But he was also very emphatically 
a man of the new era following the restoration of the monarchy, t he 
era that saw itself as reforming the language and manners of England 
and turning the confusion and conflict of the Elizabethan period into 
clarity, order, and decorous restraint. Both sides of Davenant are 
apparent in his adaptation-perhaps we should call it his rewriting-
of Shakespeare's Macbeth (c. 1663-4) .2 The story is the same and, 
apart from some deletions and additions, Davenant's version follows 
*Department of English, Brigham Young University, Provo, UT 84602. 
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the scenes and speeches of Shakespeare's play, often down to the very 
line. But even when Davenant is following Shakespeare closely, 
practically every line offers subtle and revealing differences in word 
choice, sentence structure, idiom, and phrasing, indicating usually 
what Davenant thought obscure or inelegant in the original. 
We are likely to disagree with Davenant's judgment in most cases. 
Yet his transformation of Macbeth into Restoration drama serves at 
least one genuinely useful purpose: it can help us to isolate the 
distinguishing features of Shakespeare's language. Not all that is 
Shakespearean will stand out; Davenant retained much of what was 
effective in the original. Still, it will be apparent what a seventeenth-
century writer who was generally familiar with the language of 
Shakespeare's time saw as distinctive in Shakespeare's usage and thus 
as susceptible to revision. Hence, by comparing the two versions of 
Macbeth, we can learn much about Shakespeare's language-his 
vocabulary, his rhythms and sound patterns, and his use of language 
as a vehicle for imagery, ideas, and dramatic effect. 
One of the most obvious differences between Shakespeare's 
language and that of Davenant is to be found in words that had 
become archaic by the latter part of the seventeenth century. For 
instance, Davenant changes "owe" (meaning "possess") to "have," 
"corporal" to "corporeal," and "hie" to "haste."3 Instead of Shake-
speare's "hath holp him I To his home" (I.vi.23-24), Davenant's version 
reads "has brought him hither." But of course, though the archaic 
words form part of the Shakespearean "flavor" for us, as for 
Restoration readers, they are perhaps among the least really distinc-
tive elements of his language. Any writer's vocabulary will contain 
archaisms with the passing of time.4 
More clearly Shakespearean are uncommon forms or uses of 
words: nouns used as verbs, verbs transformed into nouns or 
~djectives , and new combinations of words or parts of words. Though 
many of his contemporaries shared his habit of putting together new 
words or putting old words to new uses, Shakespeare was without 
doubt the most inventive poet of his time. As in Lear, Shakespeare 
uses "father" in Macbeth as a verb meaning "to have a father": 
"Father'd he is, and yet he's fatherless" (IV.ii.27). The porter turns a 
noun (an unusual compound too) into a verb: "I'll devil-porter it no 
further' ' (II.iii.17). Davenant omits both of these nouns used as verbs. 
Shakespeare also uses verbs-usually present participles-as nouns. 
Though Davenant keeps a few of these verbal nouns, he omits many: 
"horrible imaginings" (I.iii.138) , "his taking-off' (l.vii.20), "my· more-
having" (IV.iii.81). He changes "noble having" (I.iii.56) to "noble 
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fortune," "supernatural soliciting" (I.iii.130) to "strange prediction," 
"make thee full of growing" (l.iv.29) to "advance thy growth," and "not 
be dainty of leave-taking" (II.iii.144) to "use no ceremony in taking 
leave." And besides using them as nouns, Shakespeare often uses verb 
forms as adjectives. Perhaps because these forms are more common 
in conventional usage, Davenant retains them more often than he 
does the verbal nouns; still he changes many. "Skipping" (I.ii.30) 
becomes "nimble," "seeling night" (III.ii.46) becomes "dismal night," 
"franchis'd" (II.i.28) becomes "free," and "curtain'd sleep" (II.i.51) 
becomes "health of sleep." There is at least one instance of an adverb 
created from a verb form-''wooingly" (1.vi.6). Davenant omits the 
word. 
Why, we may ask, does Shakespeare so often use past or present 
participles as nouns or adjectives? The answer, I believe, is the 
emotional or descriptive force they can convey, if well chosen-their 
power, very often, to make active and dynamic what would otherwise 
be static. Macbeth's "fit" when he learns of Fleance's escape is aptly 
reflected in his words when he says, "I am cabin'd, cribb'd, confin'd, 
bound in I To saucy doubts and fears" (III.iv.23-24). In place of this, 
Davenant has Macbeth say, "I'm checked with saucy doubts and 
fears," using a single, less forceful past participle. Often Shakespeare 
combines a past or present participle with a noun to make a 
compound adjective. Macbeth includes "temple-haunting" (l.vi.4) 
(which Davenant keeps), "blood-bolter'd" (IV.i.123) (Davenant has 
"bloody''), "heat-oppressed brain" (II.i.39) (in Davenant, "brain, opprest 
with heat"), and "summer-seeming lust" and "king-becoming graces" 
(IV.iii.86, 91) (both of which Davenant omits). The compound adjec-
tive allows Shakespeare to combine in a single word the active force of 
the verb with the descriptive effect of the noun (or sometimes 
adjective or adverb) with which it is compounded. Thus, Davenant's 
"disturbing fancies" were originally the mu.ch more concrete "thick-
coming fancies" (V.iii.38). Shakespeare is attracted to other com-
pound words, too, even without a verbal element: for example, "salt-
sea shark" (IV.i.24) (changed by Davenant to "sea shark") and 
"brain-sickly" (II.ii.43) (an adverb, omitted by Davenant). 
Shakespeare's assembling of compound words is part of his wider 
interest in word creation, which is also manifest in his inventive use of 
prefixes and suffixes. Some of the forms that result, such as those 
ending with "-less," seem common enough: "measureless" (II.i.17) , 
"thriftless" (II.iv.28) (both omitted by Davenant). But even such 
familiar forms may be deceptive. "Careless" in "careless trifle" (I.iv.11) 
has a passive rather than an active meaning: not "having no cares," 
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but "deserving no care." Davenant, substituting a less ambiguous 
word, has ''worthless trifle." Some of the words Shakespeare has 
assembled are unusual indeed: for instance, "sweet bodements" 
(IV.i.96) and "our downfall[en] birthdom" (IV.iii.4). Davenant changes 
the first (an exclamation in Shakespeare) to "the prophesy is good" 
and the second to ''your Countrey." 
One of Shakespeare's favorite prefixes is "un-," usually added to a 
verb, sometimes to a noun that has been transformed into a verb. 
Examples in Macbeth include "unseam'd" (I.ii.22), "unmake" (I.vii.54), 
"unbend" (Il.ii.42), "unsex" ( I.v.41 ), and "unmann'd" (IIl.iv.72). 
Davenant omits the first three but, going against his usual insistence 
on "regular" forms, keeps the last two. Perhaps he recognized their 
connection with the play's central t hemes. He must have felt their 
power-the concentrated force of a single-syllable verb, heightened by 
its having been wrenched from it s normal use as a noun and then 
reversed in meaning by the simple but absolute prefix of negation. But 
in most cases Davenant ignores the power of Shakespeare's distinctive 
forms and substitutes more usual ones. Apparently Davenant's aim 
was to refine and regularize Shakespeare's language, as well as to 
clarify it, for in many cases the meaning is perfectly clear and 
Shakespeare's unusual form is, in fact , more effective because of its 
freshness and vividness. 
Shakespeare's vocabulary also gains in vividness and power from 
its use of concrete words and words associated with the spoken 
language. Davenant's substitution of less specific words seems con-
sciously aimed at toning down Shakespeare's language and making it 
more general. Instead, for instance, of Shakespeare's contrast between 
Macbeth's "blanch'd" cheeks and the "natural ruby'' of his guests 
( III.iv.114-15), Davenant makes Macbeth's cheeks "pale" while his 
guests' retain their "N aturall colour." Similarly, the personified hope 
that awakens "green and pale" in Shakespeare's version (I.vii.37) is 
only "pale and fearful" in Davenant's. Besides generalizing the lan-
guage, Davenant seems also to have intentionally excluded words that 
he considered too common or undignified for poetic use. In one 
speech he omits the word "beard" (V.v.6) . Elsewhere he changes 
"stool" (III.iv.67) to "chair," "smear" ( II-.ii.46) to "stain," and "knife" 
(I.vii.16) to "sword." (Samuel Johnson, too, objected to the word 
"knife" in Macbeth) . The word ''whore" (I.ii.15) is eliminated. And even 
the cat is thrown out. Shakespeare's Lady Macbeth asks her husband 
if he thinks himself a coward, "letting 'I dare not' wait upon 'I would,' I 
Like the poor cat i' the adage" (I.vii.44-45) . Davenant's Lady Macbeth 
says instead, "You dare not venture on the thing you wish I But still 
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wou'd be in tame expectance of it." Not only is the cat gone, but also 
the richness added by the personified phrases and the fragment of a 
proverb. 
In yet another passage, the interchange between Macbeth and the 
servant who is informing him of the English army's size, Davenant 
again reduces the colloquial and dramatic force of Shakespeare's 








Now freind what means thy change of Countenance 
There are ten thousand sir 
What Ghosts? 
No, arm'd men 
But such as shall be Ghosts e're night 
Art thou turn'd Coward since I made thee Captaine 
Go blush away thy paleness; I am sure 
Thy hands are of another Colour; thou hast hands 
Of blood; but looks of Milk What armd men 
The English forces so please you-
Take thy face hence: he has infected me with fear 
Shakespeare has in place of this a version which is said to have 









The devil damn thee black, thou cream-fac'd loon! 
Where got'st thou that goose look? 
There is ten thousand-
Geese, villain? 
Soldiers, sir. 
Go prick thy face and over-red thy fear, 
Thou lily-liver'd boy. What soldiers, patch? 
Death of thy soul! Those linen cheeks of thine 
Are counsellors to fear. What soldiers, whey-face? 
The English force, so please you. 
Take thy face hence. [Exit Servant.] Seyton!- I am 
sick at heart, 
When I behold-Seyton, I say!-This push 
Will cheer me ever, or disseat me now. (V.iii.11-21) 
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Davenant has eliminated, not only some peculiarly Shakespearean 
forms ("cream-fac'd," "over-red," "lily-liver'd," ''whey-face," "disseat"), 
but also the "low" words ("loon," "goose") and other features (oaths, 
exclamations, interruptions) that give the passage a sense of speech. 
Shakespeare's language is not, of course, identical with everyday 
speech, but its diction and its rhythms help give it many of the 
characteristics of spoken language. One of the more obvious sources 
of colloquial energy in Macbeth is its frequent use of questions and 
exclamations. Davenant keeps the great majority of these; they are, 
after all, essential to drama and can be treated as a dramatic 
convention rather than as a link to speech. That this is Davenant's 
attitude is suggested by the fact that he reduces the number of 
exclamations and sometimes makes those he keeps more stiffly 
"theatrical." Lady Macbeth's rebuke to her wavering husband-"Infirm 
of purpose!" (II.ii.49)-is omitted. Macbeth's "How now! what news?" 
(I.vii.28), almost startling after the winding and complex thought of 
his soliloquy, is changed by Davenant to the tamer "Now what news?" 
When Macbeth sees Banquo's ghost, his language reflects his agitation: 
"Prithee see there! I Behold! look! lo! how say you?" (III.iv.67-68). 
Davenant reduces this to "Prithee see there. how say you now?" 
Shakespeare has Macduff speak in fragments, exclamations, and 
questions when he learns of the death of his wife and children: 
He has no children. All my pretty ones? 
Did you say all? 0 hell-kite! All? 
What, all my pretty chickens, and their dam, 
At one fell swoop? (IV.iii.216-19) 
Davenant's Macduff is apparently more collected; he can speak a 
calmer, more coherent language: 
He has no children nor can he feel 
A fathers greife; Did you say all my children? 
0 Hellish ravenous Kite! all three 
Att one swoop. 
He also avoids mentioning "chickens." 
Besides reducing Macbeth's colloquial flavor, Davenant has also 
simplified and reduced much of its wordplay and metaphorical 
language. Though the wordplay in Macbeth is more restrained than in 
Shakespeare's earlier plays, there is still enough to attract the 
attention of Davenant's tidying hand. Lady Macbeth's grim punning-
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"I'll gild the faces of the grooms withal, I For it must seem their guilt" 
(II.ii.53-54)-becomes "I'll stain the faces of the Grooms; by that I It 
will appear their guilt." "The near in blood, I The nearer bloody'' 
(II.iii.140-41) of Shakespeare's version is expanded, flattened, and 
explained to read "And the nearer some men are allied to our blood I 
The more I fear they seek to shed it." Another example of word 
patterning: Shakespeare has Lady Macbeth use several forms of the 
verb "do" as she tells her husband that he wants "that which cries 
'Thus thou must do,' if thou have it; I And that which rather thou 
dost fear to do I Than wishest should be undone" (I.v.23-25). The 
word "do," referring obliquely to treachery and murder, echoes again 
and again through the play; that is apparently the reason for 
Shakespeare's emphasizing of it in this early passage. But Davenant 
apparently does not see the effect that comes from repeating the 
word, or if he sees it, he does not think it worth the lack of "elegance" 
and clarity that it entails. His version is "Thou willingly, ... would'st 
enjoy I The end without the means!" 
Another passage in which the euphemistic "do" plays a role, 
Macbeth's soliloquy "If it were done ... ," will serve to illustrate 
several kinds of difference-in rhythm, sound patterns, word forms, 
and metaphor-between Shakespeare's language and Davenant's. 
Here is Shakespeare's version: 
If it were done when 'tis done, then 'twere well 
It were done quickly. If th' assassination 
Could trammel up the consequence, and catch 
With his surcease, success; that but this blow 
Might be the be-all and the end-all-here, 
But here, upon this bank and shoal of time, 
We'ld jump the life to come. But in these cases 
We still have judgment here, that we but teach 
Bloody instructions, which, being taught, return 
To plague th' inventor. This even-handed justice 
Commends th' ingredience of our poison'd chalice 
To our own lips. . . . (l.vii.1-12) 
The soliloquy continues for another sixteen lines. This is Davenant's 
version: 
If it were well when done; then it were well 
It were done quickly; if his death might be 
Without the death of Nature in my selfe, 
438 
And killing my own rest, it wou'd suffice: 
But deeds of this Complexion still returne 
To plague the doer; and destroy his peace: 
Yet lett me think ... 
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There are nine more lines. Davenant keeps only two of the three 
"done's" and thus omits Macbeth's implied question: Will it be done 
("finished") when it is done? He gives his Macbeth similar uncer-
tainties, but more clearly defined and less pregnant ones. By shorten-
ing and simplifying the passage, Davenant has reduced the impression 
that Shakespeare gives of Macbeth's tortured, winding thoughts, an 
impression that is reinforced by the sometimes vague diction and the 
off-balance rhythms of Shakespeare's version. Macbeth's repetitions, 
redefinitions, and parenthetic insertions make for occasionally uncer-
tain syntax and for long sentences that move on and on without 
corning to rest. The main stops, when they come, are in the middle of 
lines. Davenant, along with shortening the sentences and clauses, 
makes most of them end with the end of lines. He also eliminates the 
effect of polysyllabic words in the midst of shorter ones. In Shake-
speare's version, "assassinat ion" and "consequence" move on to "sur-
cease, success" and "be-all .. . end-all," and then are followed by lines 
made up almost entirely of monosyllables: "But here, upon this bank 
and shoal of time, I We'ld jump the life to come." This part of the 
passage is also a good example of Shakespeare's use of Latinate and 
Germanic vocabulary together to define a notion with greater sub-
tlety. "If th ' assassination could trammel up the consequence" is 
repeated in shorter but still largely non-Germanic language: "and 
catch I With his surcease, success." Then the idea is repeated again in 
Germanic, and distinctively Shakespearean, terms: "that but this 
blow I Might be the be-all and the end-all." The passage is also 
remarkable for its sound patterns (e.g., the repeated "s" and "c" 
sounds) , again eliminated by Davenant. 
Davenant also reduces Shakespeare's figurative language in this 
passage, eliminating the simile "pity, like a naked new-born babe" and 
also omitting some of the compressed metaphors and personifications 
characteristic of Shakespeare's mature style, of which there are 
several examples in this passage. For instance, "assassination" (an 
abstract noun) is made to "trammel up the consequence, and 
catch I . .. success." Justice is "even-handed" and puts a chalice to 
our lips. Macbeth's "vaulting ambition .. . o'erleaps itself." Elsewhere 
in the play, Lady Macbeth is transported "beyond I This ignorant 
present" (I.v.56-57), and grooms "do mock their charge with snores" 
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(II.ii.6) . Concrete objects are personified: "gashes cry for help,'' and 
"banners flout the sky" (I.ii.42, 49). Night is several times personified: 
we are told, for instance, that "dark night strangles the travelling 
lamp" (II.iv. 7). Davenant's usual practice is to make Shakespeare's 
language more literal. The "ignorant present" becomes "my present 
posture"; the grooms no longer "mock," but "neglect their charges." The 
wounds no longer cry, the banners have "darken'd the Aire" instead of 
flouting it, and "darke night," leaving off strangling, "do's cover all the 
sky." 
Davenant's desire to simplify, clarify, and make regular was 
shared by other Restoration writers. It was one of the governing 
impulses in all efforts to "improve" Shakespeare. Dryden, though a 
great admirer of Shakespeare, found him guilty sometimes of bombast 
and felt it a fault that he could say "nothing without a Metaphor, a 
Simile, an Image, or description." Shakespeare was often "trans-
ported," according to Dryden, by "the fury of his fancy ... beyond the 
bounds of Judgment, either in coyning of new words and phrases, or 
racking words which were in use, into the violence of a Catachresis"-
a catachresis being either the "misuse" of a word (such as a noun used 
as a verb or a word given an unusual meaning) or a mixed metaphor 
(such as this one in Macbeth I.vii.35-37: "Was the hope drunk I 
Wherein you dressed yourself? Hath it slept since? I And wakes it 
now, to look so green and pale"). The result, according to Dryden, is 
that Shakespeare "often obscures his meaning by his words, and 
sometimes make it unintelligible" (Dryden 244). 
Davenant seems to have anticipated Dryden's view since his 
changes often have the effect of clarifying and simplifying Shake-
speare's language, though at the same time they usually reduce its 
vigor and its effectiveness as a revelation of character. The language 
of Macbeth is, in fact, more concentrated and complex, sometimes 
more obscure, than that of many other of Shakespeare's plays. But 
certainly Shakespeare intended the language to have these qualities. 
The complexity and compression of language in the play almost 
always serve a valid dramatic purpose, usually reflecting Macbeth's or 
some other character's tangled and confused state of mind. It is 
Macbeth's language, in fact, that most often has the qualities asso-
ciated with that of the play as a whole, qualities (in the words of 
Frank Kermode) such as "compression, pregnancy, energy, even 
violence" (1307). In its moments of self-consciousness, the language of 
the play also reflects the attempts of Macbeth and his wife to forestall 
the consequences of their deed and their failure ultimately to do so. 
For instance, when he speaks after the discovery of Duncan's deat h 
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(II.iii.108-18), Macbeth's heightened language-with its excess of 
adjectives, it rhetorical questions, its word patterning, its balancing of 
"silver skin" against "golden blood" -bespeaks his hypocrisy. He and 
his wife consciously use language to deceive. Yet the movement 
toward incoherence on Lady Macbeth's part (in the sleepwalking 
scene) and toward a hard and hollow plainness on the part of her 
husband suggests that language finally fails them. At least it fails 
them as a device for obscuring meaning. 
The way Shakespeare uses language in Macbeth, including Mac-
beth's own attempts at high style, suggests to me that language 
itself-as verbal artifice-is not Shakespeare's primary concern. Rather, 
language is a vehicle, used with supreme artistry to be sure, for 
conveying truth about human experience. This may explain why the 
most powerfully and genuinely poetic lines of the play are the 
simplest ones-"simplest" in the sense that they occur at moments 
when words and meaning meet, when there is a wholeness and 
fulness of expression. Whatever the characters may intend when they 
speak such lines, even when we see the irony in their lack of 
understanding, they are in fact expressing themselves directly through 
their language; there is no separation between the heart and the 
tongue. I am thinking of such lines as these: "A little water clears us of 
this deed" (Il.ii.64); "Who would have thought the old man to have 
had so much blood in him?" (V.i.39-40); "I had most need of blessing, 
and 'Amen' I Stuck in my throat" (II.ii.29-30); "I have supp'd full with 
horrors" (V.v.13). These are spoken at moments of revelation, moments 
when we see and feel incisive truths about human character and 
about good and evil and their consequences. One such moment is 
created by the exchange of words between Macbeth and his wife just 
after the murder: 
Macbeth. I have done the deed. Didst thou not hear a noise? 
Lady Macbeth. I heard the owl scream and the crickets cry. 
Did not you speak? 
Macbeth. When? 
Lady Macbeth. Now. 
Macbeth. As I descended? 
Lady Macbeth. Ay. 
Macbeth. Hark! Who lies i' th' second chamber? 
Lady Macbeth. Donalbain. 
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Macbeth. This is a sorry sight. 
[Looking on his hands.] 
Lady Macbeth. A foolish thought, to say a sorry sight. 
(II .ii.14-19) 
And t he rest of the scene continues with even greater intensity. But I 
have chose this brief passage as a final one to examine because it is 
seemingly one of the simplest in the play-it is stark in its simplicity-
yet it is also one of the most revealing. 
"I have done the deed." Nothing could be more indefinite and flat-
footed; and yet its finality and its apparent vagueness make it all the 
more horrifying. The passage then proceeds with a series of fragments 
and questions in rapid succession, and with two unnerving non-
sequiturs-Macbeth's "Hark!" and later, as he looks at his hands, "This 
is a sorry sight." Davenant, as we might expect, has tidied up the 
passage somewhat. It is shorter, with the omission of a few phrases, 
and the word "sorry" has been changed to "dismal." The changes are 
so seemingly minor that it is hard to say why Davenant's version is so 
much less effective. "Dismal sight" lacks the alliteration of "sorry 
sight," and more importantly, "dismal" is too conventional and poetic 
for a man in Macbeth's state. But there must be something else even 
more subtle at work Why does Davenant's Macbeth seem calmer and 
less affected by what he has done? Davenant's main change is to cut 
out the middle section of the passage so that after the exchange "Did 
you not speak? When? Now," Macbeth does not ask another question 
("As I descended? Ay. I Hark!") , but instead seems satisfied with the 
first response and goes on to ask, "Who lies i' the Anti-chamber?" Why 
is the question that Davenant drops necessary? Does Macbeth's 
repeated questioning reveal his mental incoherence? Does the rhythm 
of the passage require the alternation between longer phrases and 
short staccato ones ("When? Now .. .. Ay. I Hark!")? Does the passage 
need to be stretched out to just a certain length? I hesitantly answer 
yes, feeling that my reasonings are not adequate to explain the effect 
of the passage, but sensing that Shakespeare has chosen just the right 
structure of sounds and meanings to create the effect he wants, an 
effect that is considerably diminished by Davenant's minor changes. 
I would not want to be too hard on Davenant; his audience seems 
to have responded favorably to the kinds of changes he made, and, 
even for us, his version is in some ways smoother and clearer, though 
more superficial. But whether or not we can explain the workings of 
Shakespeare's artistry, his version-of the passage I have just quoted 
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and of the play as a whole-is without question superior to Davenant's. 
And we can thank Davenant for one thing at least: by daring to 
tamper with the greater poet's work, he has made it possible for us to 
see more clearly the qualities that make Shakespeare distinctive and 
that, in most cases, make him valuable to us. Our impression that 
Shakespeare is an inventive wordsmith receives solid confirmation. 
We are made more aware of his skill in patterning rhythms, sounds, 
and images and in giving his words the vitality of speech. We see how 
he can bring together all the elements of language to create poetry of 
great beauty and emotional force. And finally, we learn how much of 
the power of his language depends on his dramatic craftsmanship 
and on his understanding of human character. He was confident 
enough of the value of what he had created to let a character reflect 
on the potential emptiness of language, language that is "full of sound 
and fury," but "signifying nothing," and to have that same character 
describe the "poor player, I That struts and frets his hour upon the 
stage I And then is heard no more" (V.v.24-28). 
Shakespeare allows us to consider that image-that image of 
language that is all surface, but without meaning. Yet, he shows us, 
through his own work, that language can be of lasting value. It can 
serve as an effective vehicle for conveying thought and feeling. It can 
be-as Shakespeare's is-alive and full of meaning. But for it to be so, 
and for it to convey the variety of moods and spiritual conditions it 
does, for instance, in Macbeth, it needs the complexities and frag-
ments and irregularities and unusual forms that Davenant and other 
Restoration adapters were likely to omit. And even more importantly, 
it needs to be connected, as it is in Macbeth, to an unfolding dramatic 
structure and to a vision of human life and character. It is from such 
a connection that the power of Shakespeare's language ultimately 
comes. 
NOTES 
1For a discussion of Davenant's relation-real and supposed-to Shakespeare, 
see Schoenbaum 98-105. A recent work on the literary relations is Raddadi's 
Davenant 's Adaptations of Shakespeare. 
2The evidence for this date has been collected and analyzed by Christoper 
Spencer (1-16). 
3Shakespeare's words are quoted from The Riverside Shakespeare: Macbeth 
I.iii.76, 81 , and I.v.25. The parallel lines in Davenant's version are l.iii.79, 85, and 
I.v.63, in Spencer's Davenant 's Macbeth. Further quotations from Shakespeare will 
be indicated parenthetically. Since quotations from Davenant may easily be found 
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by comparing his version with Shakespeare's, their location will not be specified. 
When I quote Davenant, I will expand his abbreviations and occasionally make 
other minor changes for the sake of clarity. 
4For further examples of archaisms eliminated by Davenant, see Williams 
46-48. 
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